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TOURIST PRACTICES IN THE FOREST
Outi Rantala
University of Lapland, Finland
Abstract: Interconnections between tourism environments, the action of guides, and the
experiences of tourists have not been studied thoroughly yet. This article examines the ways
in which the forest is produced as an environment that suits the tourism industry. The
conceptual investigation of tourist practices focuses on discussions related to pre-reflexivity,
orientation towards creative action, and the role of the environment. The conceptual exam-
ination is reflected on the practices of guides and foreign tourists in Finnish Lapland. The
theoretical discussion may help us understand better the links between the policies of the
industry and the changes in the environments. Keywords: nature tourism, guiding, practice,
tourist experience, sociology.  2009 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
INTRODUCTION
Two guides and a group of foreign tourists are gathered together
around a snowmobile in a tourist centre in Finnish Lapland. One of
the guides raises his voice to get the customers’ attention. He then
gives a lecture on how to drive a snowmobile. Some of the customers
seem to listen carefully; others are too busy with their cameras, hel
mets, and the clothing of their children to pay full attention to the
guide’s speech. After the lecture, the tourists get on their snowmobiles
and the guide in charge leads them to a track that runs into the forest.
The other guide keeps her eye on the road next to the track and counts
the snowmobiles starting the trip. When everyone is safely on the track,
she follows the group. The track winds first into a deep forest. The
blanket of snow lightens the early afternoon darkness of the forest.
After a while one can see a fell and the lights of skiing slopes on the
left. The head guide stops the group on an open marsh and the two
guides visit every customer to ask if they are all right. The customers
get on their feet, stretch their legs and move around to warm them
selves. The children get off the sleighs to play with the snow. A few
men walk off the track to get better pictures of the landscape. One
man shoots a video of his wife and child on top of the snowmobile.
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Soon the group gets back on the snowmobiles and the trip continues
towards a local reindeer farm.
The forest that surrounds the situation described above is a typical
forest in Lapland: despite the darkness of an early winter afternoon
one can see that the conifer trees silhouetted against the sky are smal
ler and shorter than the ones in other parts of Finland, and especially
the ones in Britain and France, where the group of tourists comes
from. From point of view of foreign tourism, the tourism industry in
Lapland is mainly concentrated on five tourist centers and based on
the production of unique nature experiences and supportive services.
For example, the products of companies offering commercial tourist
programmed services consist of snowmobile, reindeer, sledge dog,
snowshoeing, canoe, white water rafting, and mountain biking safaris.
Foreign tourists get to experience the forests of Lapland mainly by par
ticipating in these programmed services. Only a minor part of all safaris
actually take place in the wilderness; in fact, they are mostly conducted
in the surroundings of tourist centers located in the vicinity of skiing
centers or towns. In interviews of tourists participating in safaris they
often tell enthusiastically about their experiences of picturesque and
authentic landscapes. A closer examination of the interaction between
guides, foreign tourists, and the environment can bring new insights
into how the forest is produced as a suitable environment for the tour
ism industry.
The main argument of this article is that the production of tourism
environments is very much interconnected with actual tourist practices:
the production of suitable tourism environments takes place in con
nection with tourism culture and the touristic motivations and expec
tations within it. Therefore, the specialty of tourist action is discussed
here in the context of practice theory. In practice theory, practices
are commonly conceived as ‘‘embodied, materially mediated arrays
of human activity centrally organized around shared practical under
standing’’ (Schatzki, 2001a, p. 2). However, practice theory does not
form one, unified, theoretical approach but includes various ways of
theorizing and defining practices. Here, different approaches to the
perceiving of nature and to nature related practices are combined in
order to observe both the embodied and pre reflexive nature of prac
tices, the shared dimensions of practices, and the role of materiality in
practices (Barnes, 2001; Heiskala, 2000; Turner, 1994). The aim is not
to categorize practices, but to try to get hold of the dynamic and situ
ational nature of practices (Barnes, 2001, p. 25).
Within tourism research the study of practices has been conducted
either by focusing on tourism from a wider perspective as a cultural
practice or by concentrating on individual practices within the context
of tourism (Cloke & Perkins, 1998; Crouch, 2000, 2004; Macnaghten &
Urry, 2000a; Minca, 2007). In this article, tourist practices refer to
guides’ and foreign tourists’ actions that take place in the forests of
Finnish Lapland. The empirical example used here is based on the
author’s ethnographic observations in 2006 2008, covering 15 days
of guiding at Christmas, New Year, and the winter seasons and partic
ipation in nature experience instructor training. In ethnographic
250 O. Rantala / Annals of Tourism Research 37 (2010) 249–264
Author's personal copy
research, the presence of the researcher in the field, concentration on
some particular socio cultural setting, observation of the participants,
and a thick description of the research subject are seen central
(Atkinson, Coffey, Delamont, Loftland, & Lofland, 2001, pp. 4 5;
Lappalainen, 2007, p. 9). The ethnographic approach and participa
tion in practices are the only ways for the researcher to gain embodied,
situational, and practice related knowledge that can be used to evalu
ate, for example, the management of the industry (Rantala,
forthcoming).
The analysis made here is based on ethnographic observations in a
particular place, but it also represents other tourist destinations world
wide where commercial nature tourism activities are carried out. The
concrete example brings up several new insights into tourist practices.
When participating in commercial nature trips, foreign tourists seldom
encounter nature alone; they usually do so in the company of a guide.
Therefore, research on tourists alone is complemented here by includ
ing tourism workers and environments in the study (cf. Valkonen &
Veijola, 2008). The whole position of tourism as an industry has been
impugned on several platforms. However, the specialty of tourist prac
tices and their role in the production of natural environments suitable
for commercial use reveal the industrial nature of tourist action. There
are studies that have shown how forest management policies become
integrated in the practices of forest owners (e.g., Jokinen, 2002,
2006). However, interconnections between the policies and the infra
structure of the tourism industry, the practices of tourism workers,
and the experiences of tourists still remain unclear.
THE FOREST THROUGH THE PRACTICES OF TOURISM
When a tourist group sets off for a forest ride on a snowmobile safari,
tourist culture is strongly present in the situation. The tourists have, for
example, seen brochures of the place and heard stories of its attrac
tions. They have learned during their trips to other destinations how
to act when on holiday. The guides have taken courses to learn the as
pects of the forest they should present and how to present them to the
tourists. In the context of practice theory there are quite contrasting
standpoints on how to deal with culture when studying the encounters
between humans and nature. From a social constructionist point of
view, the encounter between a tourist group and a forest is guided
by the practices of tourist culture itself, since social reality is relative
to cultural constructions that are born through practices and exist in
relation to the continuous reconstruction that takes place within the
practices (Heiskala, 2000). According to the constructionist view, prac
tices are socially instituted. It concentrates on interpreting the shared
and social dimensions of practices.
The strong constructionist view holds that the gradual changes tak
ing place in the forest are seen primary as a cultural process that pro
ceeds through changes in representations and cultural meanings
attached to the forest. Historical accounts on tourist practices (e.g.,
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Aitchison, Macleod, & Shaw, 2000; Lo¨fgren, 1999) have captured the
gradual construction of the current cultural understanding of tourism.
Through the study of historical development of tourist practices and
the meanings constructed within the practices one comes to under
stand, for example, why picturesque language is still vital in tourist cul
ture and how wilderness landscapes reflect a quest for sublime feelings.
In his account on the historical development of vacationscapes,
Lo¨fgren (1999) covers, for example, practices through which cultural
representations and meanings of tourism have been constructed.
While exploring the traditions of searching for new sights and get
aways, Lo¨fgren describes the development of cultural meanings at
tached to sightseeing since the Romantic era. Understanding the
cultural representations and meanings underlying the whole situation
of going into the forest as a tourist group can be considered to be the
first step in the practical analysis of a touristic situation. To understand
why a guide is looking for untouched fields of snow that can be ad
mired from the top of a fell requires knowledge on the historical
and cultural backgrounds of tourism practices.
Another study focusing on the cultural representations and mean
ings constructed within tourist practices has been conducted by Cloke
and Perkins (1998). They have analyzed the interconnections between
the impacts of the growth of adventure tourism practices and the social
spatialization of places and landscapes in New Zealand. They argue
that representations of place play an important role in the cultural
practice of tourism due to a search for authenticity, imaginariness,
and spectacles (Cloke & Perkins, 1998, pp. 187 189). Even though
Cloke and Perkins emphasize the embodied nature of the cultural
practice of (adventure) tourism, their analyses can be related to the
practical analysis of tourism that focuses mainly on understanding
the cultural context of tourist practices. Together with Lo¨fgren’s anal
ysis, these two examples show that a more contextual study of tourist
practices is in place in order to understand the multiple connections
between the forest landscape and tourism activity. The study by Cloke
and Perkins shows that the promotional images of adventure land
scapes are very much intertwined with the actual experiences of the
tourist. However, in order to understand better the dynamics of the
interconnected entirety, an analysis of the actual situation of experi
ences is required.
To take a step further from the contextual and constructionist anal
yses, three types of practices pre reflexive, reflexive and materially
mediated have been selected for a detailed analysis here. This is con
sidered important when analyzing the production of natural environ
ments in tourist action. Thrift (2000, p. 39) stresses that when we
approach embodied practices with the constructionist view, we reduce
the body to a static entity that is filled with signs of society and sepa
rated from the object world. He argues that this is the result of a cog
nitive conception of practices. According to Thrift (2000, pp. 36 40)
much of human life is lived in a non cognitive world within which ac
tion is guided by emotions, sensory registers, and intuitions instead of
conscious decisions. Thrift’s point is central when analyzing tourist
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environments: the action of a guide looking for a scenery spot on the
top of a fell is largely based on non cognitive, embodied knowledge.
The guide feels the movement of the snowmobile on the snow and
senses whether it is safe to take the group up onto the fell in the cur
rent snow conditions. At the same time, the guide has to sense and
evaluate the skills of the drivers and the mood of the group.
Thrift’s view can be examined against ecological psychology and the
idea of perceiving the environment directly as functionally meaningful
units, without a separate mental construction process taking place after
the perception (Gibson, 1994, pp. 20 21; Partanen, 2001, p. 143). The
way a guide and tourists encounter a forest is dependent, among other
things, on the physical qualities of both the people and the forest.
According to this view, reality takes place in the direct interaction be
tween humans and nature, without the intervention of cultural con
structions. Many practice theorists regard practices as the basis for
social order (Schatzki, 2001a), and therefore practical intelligence
should be in the centre when studying the encounters between tourists
and the forest. The three types of practices are discussed next in more
detail to sketch an approach that enables the simultaneous study of
socio cultural contexts and embodied encounters between tourists
and the forest. The aim is also to incorporate into the study both
the social constructionist approach and the direct perception of the
environment (compare to Milton, 2002, pp. 41 42; Thrift, 2000,
pp. 37 38).
Production of the Forest Through Routines
A closer examination of tourist practices starts by taking a look at
what actually happens on a track when a tourist group travels there.
A main argument here is that when guides and tourists move through
a forest they lean mainly on customary, pre reflexive action. The snow
mobile track is well known to the guide; the way he glances over his
shoulder to keep an eye on the line of snowmobiles coming behind
him has evolved into customary action during the many trips he has ta
ken into the forest. Similarly, the tourists know when to take pictures
and how to pose for the camera. The pre reflexive and reflexive dimen
sions of action can be analyzed theoretically by using the concepts of
agent and agency (Giddens, 1976; Heiskala, 2000, pp. 188 199,
2003). The concept of agent refers to action that is routine like, habit
uated, and pre reflexive. Agency, on the other hand, refers to creative
and reflexive action. Creative action is present especially in situations
where pre reflexive action is confronted through crisis. According to
Heiskala (2000, p. 19), an agent contains power, but power is only exer
cised through agency, that is, through creative action. Social scientists
have discussed the dynamics of pre reflexive and reflexive action also
through the concepts of cultural subconscious, habit, routine, and
practice (Alasuutari, 2004; Giddens, 1976, 1984; Heiskala, 2000,
2003; Schatzki, 2001a; Turner, 1994). These concepts allow one to
grasp the dynamics between the individual and society: the action of
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the individual takes place mainly in terms of pre reflexive action that is
grounded in collective and embodied knowledge.
Another look at the situation in the forest reveals that the actions of
guides and tourists do not appear as routine like as expected. Since the
number of tourists in Lapland has increased rapidly, there is not en
ough qualified workforce available. A guide that takes tourists to a for
est might be encountering that particular forest for the first time.
Therefore, he has to concentrate more on observing the track and less
on the group following him. The tourists have learnt the habit of sight
seeing on previous trips, but the darkness of the forest and the controls
of the snowmobile require much of their attention. Despite these dis
tractions the group is still able to fulfill their common goal: to experi
ence the wild nature of Lapland. The central argument here is that in
order to reach meaningful experiences, the group must reach the field
of creative action and agency. However, it has been pointed out that
some form of customary action is needed as a basis for agency (cf.
Berger & Luckmann, 1994, pp. 66 67; Honkasalo, 2004, p. 80). Hence,
in order to understand the effects of the tourism industry in reshaping
the ideal and actual forest, the main focus of research should be on
constructions that are renewed in daily pre reflexive tourist action.
The interest is now focused on the common features of pre reflexive
tourist practices. This discussion forms the basis also for the analysis
of possibilities for agency.
Heller (1984) has shown how everyday life can offer possibilities for
reflection through the resources that exist in the socialization of the
individual. Socialization takes place when individuals acquire collec
tive, pre reflexive ‘‘stock knowledge’’ (Gardiner, 2000, p. 134). By ana
lyzing the type of stock knowledge that exists in the field of tourist
practices one learns about the customary action of the field. In the case
of a tourist guide, tourist practices take place in the sphere of working
life. For the guide, tourist practices consist of hosting. Veijola and Joki
nen (2008) present the concept of hostessing as a tool for analyzing the
qualities of new work in contemporary society. The concept refers to
embodied, feminine skills in mobile work, multitasking, and ‘‘having
the feel for the game’’ and it is based on the conceptual work of Bour
dieu (1990) and Adkins (2000, 2001, 2003) (Veijola & Jokinen, 2008,
pp. 170 171). New work itself consists of work in which the personality
of the worker is intertwined with work performance and the product of
the work (Hochschild, 1983, p. 7; Leidner, 1999; Veijola & Jokinen,
2008, pp. 168 169; Va¨ha¨ma¨ki, 2003).
The pre reflexivity of guiding tourists in a forest is based on learning
the stock knowledge of hostessing, for example, learning how to simul
taneously take into account the expectations that are built in touristic
experiences and the safe ways of moving in the forest, learning how to
act in a personalized manner, and learning how to reach spontaneity
by small changes in action. When the group stops for a break on an
open marsh, the guides attend to the needs of the group: they observe
the mood of the people, offer extra clothing, and serve hot drinks. If
there are children crying or people shivering, the guides try to refocus
their attention from the cold weather to the natural attractions around
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them, such as playing in the snow or admiring the spoor of animals.
The gestures of the guides have evolved during years of tourism work
into embodied skills of hostessing, including caring, hospitality, and
entertainment (Veijola & Jokinen, 2008, p. 174).
Lo¨fgren (1999) has described the development of cultural stock
knowledge within the tourism industry from point of view of tourists.
Tourists participating in a snowmobile safari know how to approach
a great landscape attraction, how to photograph a forest, how to act
on a guided tour, and how to socialize with other tourists (Lo¨fgren,
1999, p. 32) because this information has developed during the last
few centuries into pre reflexive tourist practices. The emotional expe
riences derived from the wild forest, the aesthetic appreciation of the
landscape, and the perception of the environment from a moving vehi
cle are capabilities that have spread through Western societies. During
the break on a marsh a man shooting video does not need time to
think where to direct the camera. The talent of taking the camera
out of the pocket as soon as the break starts seems natural to tourists
as well as the talent of finding the right angle to pose and wave for
the shooting camera.
Socializing people into tourist action and learning the principals of
aesthetic experiences and hostessing are, however, always dependent
on cultural capacity. In order to reach a common goal, both the guide
and the tourist need to be able to ‘‘read’’ cultural meanings from a for
eigner’s point of view as well. As soon as the guides learn that their
group consists of British and French people, they adapt to a certain
way of acting and prepare themselves to interact between two different
nationalities, languages, and ways of seeing things. The speed of the
convoy is often automatically reduced for certain nationalities, there
is need for more exact directions on the time schedule with other
nationalities, and closer attention is paid to clothing with some groups.
Cultural capacity can also be seen as a form of pre reflexivity within
tourist practices and as a basis for creative action (cf. Ruuska &
Valkonen, 2008).
Producing the Forest Through Creative Action
As stated above, creative action is present especially in situations
where pre reflexive action is confronted through crisis. However, crea
tive action and reflexivity within tourist practices should be analyzed
from more fruitful perspective than situations of crisis that cannot be
considered as a sustainable basis for touristic experiences. The possibil
ities for creative action are discussed now in more detail, since they
form a field for individuals to search for moments of personal change.
The possibilities for personal change and self actualization are exam
ined especially because they appear in the centre of the tourist experi
ence in Western societies (Pine & Gilmore, 1999). According to social
scientists, modern life is often routinized, controlled, and mechanized.
It is argued that the mechanization and social control turn people pas
sive (Bauman, 1996, pp. 42 45). As a counterbalance to passive
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modern life, the potential for self actualization within practices has
been examined more closely in the context of everyday life (Gardiner,
2000, pp. 10 19). A craving for self actualization and escape seem to be
built into tourist practices. How does, then, the acquisition of collective
knowledge on pre reflexive practices offer possibilities to escape the
routinized life?
One way to conduct self actualization is the individual enunciation of
tourist practices. In his examination of the enunciation of practices,
de Certeau (1984) has focused on the possibilities that are hidden in
everyday life. He points out that individuals do not take for granted
the symbolical values represented in consumed products, but possess
the power to individually enunciate consumer practices (de Certeau,
1984, p. xii; Gardiner, 2000, pp. 169 170). The enunciation refers to
the way in which the consumer inhabits and manipulates practices
(de Certeau, 1984, p. xiii, xxi). The enunciation of practices originates
in users, not in designers. Apart from designed products and their con
sumption, the enunciation can also be extended to include those who
participate in the creation of products. This is an important point espe
cially in the tourism industry, where products often consist of experi
ences that are created and consumed simultaneously (Urry, 1990,
pp. 271 274). The concept of enunciation captures the possibilities
that exist for reflexivity within tourist practices.
The concept of enunciation brings up another relevant perspective
when examining tourist practices: it is important to analyze who has
the power to define and mould the practices and whose language is
spoken within them. This perspective is central in an era when it is ar
gued that the current development process is turning most tourist re
sorts into mass products. Tourist practices consist of the socialization
and acquisition of global stock knowledge on practices, but at the same
time, global tourist practices can be enunciated in a more individualis
tic manner. For example, a guide can seek self actualization by taking a
group to special places in a forest or by stopping for an extra break
around a nice campfire. The small tricks of breaking the pre set norms
of the way a snowmobile safari should progress offer extra value both to
the guide and to the customers.
According to de Certeau (1984, p. 34), the absence of power is re
lated to the cunning ways in which masses can enunciate popular cul
ture. The research frame presented by de Certeau can be considered
contradictory to that of Heiskala (2000, 2003), which connects the
use of power to creative action and situations of reflection. However,
tourist practices seem to provide opportunities for creative action
and enunciation. For example, guides are equipped with a handbook
that contains information on local nature and culture, but they may
choose to tell their own, special stories to the customer. Guides may
also choose not to obey the instructions regarding the use of marked
routes and drive with their group through untouched snow. Hence,
enunciation as such cannot be regarded as use of power, but in the
long run it may lead to changes in practices and, ultimately, changes
in structure. This point of view combines the social theories of individ
ual action and social structures.
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The theory of practice by Bourdieu also breaks the dualisms between
object and subject, structure and action (Adkins, 2004, p. 193;
Bourdieu, 1977). Central in Bourdieu’s theory are the concepts of hab
itus and field. Habitus refers to a system of durable and transposable
dispositions that create clearly defined and characteristic practices
(Bourdieu, 1990, p. 53, 1998, p. 18). In other words, socio cultural his
tory is embodied in the habitus of a person and guides his/her prac
tices. The social world consists of overlapping fields, and habitus
always operates within a specific field. The field sets certain limitations
on a practice, but the agents of the field may change the practice
through changes in habitus. The changes are not, however, conducted
consciously, and most of the agents are not aware of their constitutive
role but act according to their ‘‘feel for the game’’ (Adkins, 2004, pp.
193 194). Nevertheless, critical reflection on previously habituated ac
tion is possible when the habitus and the field do not fit together (Ad
kins, 2004, p. 197). According to Adkins (2004, p. 197), Bourdieu does
not point out clearly how this critical reflexivity may take place. In addi
tion, Adkins (2004, p. 204) argues that critical reflexivity is not only
connected to conscious action; it should also be present in embodied
and pre conscious actions.
The situation of a tourist group encountering a forest can be exam
ined through the terminology of Bourdieu: the encountering of the
forest takes place in the field of tourism, where the tourism habitus
guides the construction of the forest in the situation. When the differ
ent participants of a situation interpret the situation differently, that is,
when they do not share the same feel for the game, the practices of the
group are in conflict, enabling the participants to reflect consciously
on the situation and the practices that should be adopted. As an exam
ple, a conflict situation between a guide and a tourist may arise due to a
mismatch of ideas regarding the forest and coherent action (see
Macnaghten & Urry, 2000b on Asian experience of woods). The guide,
who is used to moving around in the vast conifer forests of Finnish Lap
land and spending time in silent nature, may have difficulties in recog
nizing the problems and sensations of fear that a foreign tourist may
have when traveling on a snowmobile in a forest. In a worst scenario
the mismatch regarding the cultural ideas on how to act in the field
of tourism action may lead to a situation of conflict. In the case of a
conflict the participants need to consciously reflect on their action.
This kind of an analysis comes close to Heiskala’s (2000) idea of con
necting creative action to situations of crisis.
De Certeau and Adkins argue against Bourdieu’s and Heiskala’s con
scious and power related way of interpreting practices and support a
more cunning and embodied interpretation, as has been discussed
above. Schatzki (2001b, p. 58) has also criticized the concept of practi
cal sensibility developed by Bourdieu and Giddens since it cannot ex
plain why people come to act according to the feel for the came or
practical consciousness. Here, in the context of tourist practices, reflex
ivity is understood to take place both in an embodied way and through
conscious reflexion. First of all, a particular touristic construction of
the forest is maintained mainly through pre reflexive practices, such
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as hostessing and the aesthetic appreciation of landscapes. These prac
tices then entail possibilities to change the existing constructions of the
forest either via enunciation or via creative action. The enunciation
takes place, for example, through the ability of a guide to organize
the details of a multitasked job according to one’s own special inter
ests, knowledge or mood. This ability affects the guide’s choice of a
special place with a view or a special story to tell.
Creative action requires a mismatch in regard to the feel for the
game. As discussed above, a situation of crisis or conflict regarding
the feel for the game offers possibilities for reflexivity, but it does
not form a sustainable basis for the development of tourist experi
ences. In reality, small conflicts and accidents often take place during
nature excursions. One participant in the tourist group of this study
was driving in the forest, lost control of his snowmobile in a curve,
and hit a tree. The guide had reduced the speed of the convoy before
entering the curve, so the accident was not a serious one. However, a
headlight of the snowmobile was broken. An analysis of the enuncia
tion of tourist practices and practices taking place in accident situa
tions could be useful in order to better understand how individuals
exploit the possibilities for creative action that offer longed for breaks
in today’s mechanized life. From the point of view of the tourism indus
try, an analysis of reflexivity offers a ground to evaluate the manage
ment and policies of the industry. Which policies leave space for
creative action? Which are the policies that do not reach tourism work
ers and tourists? The discussion will next focus on how the forest itself
enables different kinds of meaning constructions in the contexts of
pre reflexive and reflexive action.
Affordances in the Context of Producing Forest
In the field of contemporary practice theory the dualistic relation
ship between humans and nature has been crossed by highlighting
the equality between humans and nature and between mind and body.
As has been brought up in the previous sections on the pre reflexive
and reflexive features of practices, the nature of practices is mainly
embodied. The realization of embodiment and of the role of material
ity in practices can be analyzed through the concept of affordance.
With the concept of affordance, Gibson (1986, 1994, p. 14) refers to
such perceived meaningful units that are defined through their rela
tionship to the perceiver. According to Gibson (1994, pp. 15 19), it
is easier for an individual to perceive affordances than separate quali
ties of the environment because affordances are meaningful entities.
For example, a person perceives an entity that affords driving instead
of perceiving separately the hardness, highness, and declination of a
surface. Affordances overcome the subject object dualism, since they
exist both objectively and in relation to the perceiver. The existence
of an affordance is not dependent on the perceiver because more than
one person can perceive the same affordance. On the other hand, an
affordance is perceived in relation to the action and body of an
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individual perceiver (Gibson, 1994; Partanen, 2001). Therefore, it can
be argued that a tourist group in a forest does not construct the forest
only within the limits set by their cultural capacity, but the forest itself
affords particular constructions.
The perceiving of affordances can be illustrated as a process of being
aware (Jokinen, 2002, p. 139; Partanen, 2001, pp. 138 139). This
awareness refers to being aware of the self, of the environment, and
of the possibilities and restrictions of the environment. The ability to
overcome dualistic points of view is based on the awareness of the rela
tionship between the self and the environment (Partanen, 2001, p.
139). In addition, Gibson (1994) has stressed that the meaningfulness
of affordances stems from the capability to define advantages and dis
advantages. Jokinen (2002) has divided the affordance relations be
tween humans and their environment into spontaneous and
routinized relations. He understands routines as settled relations and
spontaneous action as the state of being attuned to the perceiving of
affordances (Jokinen, 2002, p. 137). Pre reflexive practices can be
understood as a settled down relationship between perceiving and
affordances. These pre reflexive practices allow a perceiver to sponta
neously pay attention also to the unexpected features of the forest
(Jokinen, 2002, p. 138).
For example, a guide perceives pre reflexively the track, the condi
tion of the snow, and the places for breaks, which gives him more
‘‘space’’ to be aware of the possibilities that the forest affords for
extraordinary experiences and the circumstances that may lead to acci
dents. He may, for instance, spot the icy parts of the track and help the
group to bypass the difficult parts of the route. Consequently, the ac
tion of the guide affects the affordances the tourists perceive. Tourists
perceive affordances which their practices support and for which they
are oriented (in a spontaneous relationship). A guide may help to
diversify the selection of affordances available for the tourist by point
ing out certain features of the forest or simply by helping the tourist to
feel more at ease in the forest. This awareness also refers to the ‘‘feel
for the game’’ described above through the terms of Bourdieu.
Apart from concentrating on the dynamics between settled action
and spontaneity, pre reflexivity and reflexivity, the concept of affor
dance allows one to analyze the role of governance. The role of the for
est industry in governing the practices of its individual operatives
(Jokinen, 2002) has been analyzed in more detail than the linkages be
tween the tourism industry and the individual worker in the field of
tourism. The cultural norms and the infrastructure of the tourism
industry influence the actions of both the guide and the tourist in
the forest. There are, for example, certain global cultural norms that
are linked to appropriate behavior in service situations. Apart from
the global cultural norms, local codes of conduct affect the action of
the tourist group. Local hierarchies among guides have, for example,
a great impact on the way service situations are carried out, and this af
fects the whole perceiving of the environment in a service encounter.
Besides, the infrastructure of the forest, such as tracks and campfire
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locations, has an important role in the process of being aware, since it
guides the group to perceive certain affordances.
Through the governance of the physical infrastructure and forest
management, professionals influence the perceiving of the forest
and the production of tourist experiences. In his study, Jokinen
(2002, 2006) has shown how forest stands (basic unit of forest man
agement) and sites form artifacts in which individual management
routines and nature’s growth are deeply intertwined, and therefore
the stand and the site work as an invisible frame within which man
agers and the professionals advising them act. The stand and the site
are historical but fairly stable entities and make the control blind to
nonlinear socio ecological dynamics. In tourism studies certain tracks
and sightseeing places could be analyzed as artifacts by using affor
dances as units in which the actions of professionals, guides, and
tourists come together. It could be useful to analyze the different
ways in which tourism managers, guides, and tourists perceive and
talk about tracks and sightseeing locations. This would make it possi
ble to trace the dynamics between the governance and practices of
the field.
An analysis on how different affordances are perceived through
tourist practices takes the study a step further from concentrating
on the cultural constructionist perspective and the socio cultural
background of practices. The immediate interaction between the
environment and the perceiver is central in the ontology and episte
mology of the concept of affordance. Affordances exist in relation to
the perceiver but they cannot be constructed subjectively by the per
ceiver. These main ideas parallel with those of the post humanist ap
proach within contemporary practice theory. The dominant role of
the human mind needs to be deconstructed, since there is no cogni
tive construction of meanings in the immediate interaction. The
strong constructionist view opposes the presumptions of affordances.
Linkages between the moderate constructionist view (Heiskala, 2000)
and affordances can be found when concentrating on the social situ
ation of perceiving affordances: the affordances of a forest are per
ceived collectively and through the interaction between the guide
and the tourist group.
Kytta¨ (2003) has solved the problem of fitting together the social
frame and immediate perception by combining the actualization of
affordances with socio cultural processes. She has divided affordances
into potential and actualized affordances (Kytta¨, 2003, pp. 54 57).
According to Kytta¨ (2003, p. 76), the socio cultural context determines
the affordances that will actualize. Her research frame can be associ
ated with that of Heller (1984): socialization guides the learning of
practices, which furthermore guides the perception of affordances.
Culture sets frames for the perception of the forest both through the
embodied positions of people moving in a forest and through the
spontaneous perception of such affordances that enable extraordinary
tourist experiences. Thus, perception is immediate, but culture is also
partly involved in the process of perception.
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CONCLUSIONS
The aim of this article has been to analyze through the practice the
ory the production of the forest as a suitable environment for the tour
ism industry. Tourist practices have been approached from three
angles: by analyzing the pre reflexive and routine like nature of prac
tices, by discussing the possibilities for creative action, and by highlight
ing the role of the environment. These three conceptualizations have
been examined in light of concrete tourist practices in the forests of
Finnish Lapland. According to Uriely (2005) there has been a change
in the conceptual research on tourist experiences from general, objec
tive, and decisive conceptualizations to pluralistic, subjective, and rela
tive conceptualizations of experiences. Research on the practices of
tourists and guides reflects this change, since it aims to reach the dy
namic and situational nature of the practices. One aim of the analysis
has been to seek possibilities to incorporate the constructionist and
post humanist approaches into the same field of research. The con
structionist view highlights the role of social representations that are
renewed within practices. In the context of forests, this view can help
to observe the gradual transition of the forest from a raw material of
forestry to a stock of experiences within the tourism industry by bring
ing up the different cultural meanings that are produced and repro
duced within practices. Thereby attention can be paid on, first, how
the wider cultural context of tourism needs to be recognized when ana
lyzing tourist practices, and secondly, how cultural meanings become
established within practices.
However, in order to grasp the embodied and materially mediated
nature of tourist practices, attention should be paid especially on the
pre reflexive and reflexive nature of practices and on the role of the
environment in the context of touristic nature experiences. Many of
the meanings related to the forest become renewed through pre reflex
ive tourist practices such as hostessing and sightseeing. There also ex
ists a possibility for reflexivity. This reflexivity exists in the creative ways
of interpreting the global practices of the tourism industry and in situ
ations of spontaneous action. A more detailed analysis of the embodied
ways of conducting tourist practices, such as the ways in which guides
are attuned through hostessing to provide meaningful experiences
for customers and the ways in which tourists are attuned to aesthetically
appreciate the forest, prepares the way for understanding how forests
are produced as authentic and exotic environments. The detailed anal
yses may also help to evaluate if the existing policies of the industry
support tourist action taking place in nature. The existing policies
and cultural norms should promote such practices that leave space
for creative action and enable guides and tourists to perceive the pos
sibilities of the forest; but they should not encourage misuse of the
environment (such as driving on untrodden snow).
The analysis can be taken further by examining the encounter of
tourist groups and the forest from the point of view of different affor
dances. In this way the physical qualities of both the groups and the
forest appear in a new light. Furthermore, it is important in the future
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to gain more information on the different ways in which the developers
of the industry, local managers, and guides and tourists perceive affor
dances. This information can help us to understand the dynamics be
tween global tourism culture with its images and representations, the
local ways of managing the industry, and the interaction between tour
ists, guides, and the forest in producing touristic experiences. The pro
duction of the forest as a tourist environment stems from the following
dynamics: the role of the guide in interpreting the foreign environ
ment, the limits set by the environment and infrastructure, and the
motives that stem from tourism culture itself determine whether mean
ingful nature experiences can be achieved.
Practice theory also highlights the progress of forest related activity
exercised through tourist practices: changes in representations and
cultural meanings, the dynamics between pre reflexive and reflexive ac
tion as a source for the changes, and the interconnectedness of
changes in physical conditions and embodied practices. Tourism has,
indeed, changed the landscapes of its destinations. This change has of
ten been conducted without questioning it in order to fulfill aesthetic
expectations and economical needs. The practical turn that has taken
place in social sciences during the last few decades can offer new in
sights to these changes and help find tools to better regulate the
changes, since the study of actual practices may reveal important con
nections between global and local practices.
In the group that visited a local reindeer farm and went back to the
tourist centre, the man shooting video had placed his camera inside
the overall in order to recharge the battery that went out too fast in
the cold weather. Furthermore, the other guide drove with only one
glove on since she gave the other one to one of the children that
had lost his glove. In addition, the broken headlight of one of the
snowmobiles had to be paid for. Despite these small details, everyone
seemed satisfied. Was it due to the ability of the guides to read the
affordances of the forest, the professionals to plan the surroundings
of the tracks, or the company to construct successful products? Answer
ing these kinds of questions requires a more detailed analysis on the
current practices of the industry.
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An Ethnographic Approach to Nature-
based Tourism
OUTI RANTALA
University of Lapland, Finland
ABSTRACT This article discusses the application of the ethnographic approach in the study of
nature-based tourism. The need to unfold the ethnographic research process is important in
order to develop the method further in tourism studies. The use of ethnographic methodology
allows us to understand touristic ways of using forest from new angles and the discussion is
illustrated by a case study conducted among wilderness guides working with international
tourist groups. New insights can be reached by participating in the activities studied, by
analysing the context of the activities, and by adhering to reflexivity during the research
process. The reflexive ethnographic research process highlights the importance of gaining
knowledge on how tourist practices evolve during the training of guides, in interaction taking
place within tourist groups, and when using the infrastructure of forests in a creative manner.
KEY WORDS: Ethnography, nature-based tourism, practice, reflexivity, wilderness guiding
Introduction
Nature based tourism is the most rapidly expanding sector within tourism across
Europe and elsewhere (Bell, Simpson, Tyrvainen, Sievanen, & Probstl, 2008;
Fredman & Tyrvainen, 2010). The demand for nature based tourism has created oppor
tunities for economic diversification especially in northern Europe and areas where the
population is decreasing. In Finnish Lapland the tourism industry is already providing
more job opportunities than the forest industry (Regional Council of Lapland, 2008;
Fredman & Tyrvainen, 2010). Versatile research approaches to nature based tourism
are needed to understand better the many challenges related to the contemporary use
and future management of natural resources.
According to Fredman and Tyrvainen (2010, p. 182), research on nature based
tourism originates largely from outdoor recreation studies, due to which both fields
apply similar methods and approaches in analysing the supply and demand within
recreation and tourism as well as the economic, social, and ecological impacts of the
fields. Although research on nature based tourism has increased during the last two
decades, the research basis is still quite fragmented and there are some shortages in,
Correspondence Address: Outi Rantala, Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Lapland, PO Box 122,
96101 Rovaniemi, Finland. Tel: +358 40 4844 202. E-mail: outi.rantala@ulapland.fi
Scandinavian Journal of Hospitality and Tourism,
Vol. 11, No. 2, 150 165, 2011

























for example, research on the supply of nature based tourism and co operation forms
within the sector and in theoretical approaches on the field (Fredman & Tyrvainen,
2010, p. 186). Another research gap relates to knowledge originating from small enter
prises and tourism workers (Valkonen & Veijola, 2008; Valtonen, 2009).
In this article ethnographic methodology is discussed in the context of wilderness
guiding practices as a qualitative research approach toward nature based tourism.
The aim is to illustrate a participatory approach to understanding touristic uses of
forests in areas where nature based tourism is diversifying the use of natural resources.
The ethnographic approach allows one to gain information on tourist action and the
embodied, tacit dimensions of nature based tourism. The main challenges and
advantages of ethnographic methodology are often emphasised at the expense of its
application. This makes it difficult to evaluate the usefulness of the approach. There
fore, the ethnographic process is discussed here in detail to offer a basis for developing
the methodology further within the discipline of tourism.
The discussion takes place in the context of a study conducted in Finnish Lapland,
where nature based tourism and foreign tourism have increased remarkably during
the last decade. The ethnographic data was collected from 2006 to 2009 and it
focuses on wilderness guiding practices within the context of commercial nature
tourism services. Typical commercial nature tourism programmes in Lapland consist
of wilderness safaris by snowmobile, reindeer, sledge dogs, snowshoes or by river
rafting boat. These services are highly guide dependent. Thus, the wilderness safari
is an assemblage of social interaction, customer service, production of experience,
being in nature, and operating technical gear (Valkonen, 2009). Wilderness guiding
is mainly seasonal, low income work that nevertheless requires multiple skills, high
responsibility, and simultaneously both flexibility and intensive commitment
(Rantala & Valkonen, 2011; Valkonen, 2009).
It is important to notice here that commercial nature tourism services differ from
general leisure time activities taking place in nature since the commercial activities
are guided and take place on preset dates regardless of the weather conditions
(Rantala, Valtonen & Markuksela, 2011). In addition, in Finnish Lapland the majority
of the customers participating in commercial nature services are foreign tourists. There
were 2.2 million registered overnight stays in Lapland in 2009. The actual number of
tourists has been estimated to be three times the registered number since a considerable
amount of overnights are non registered ones. The amount of foreign tourists has
increased from 0.25 million to almost a million since 1990 according to the statistics
on registered overnights (Regional Council of Lapland, 2010). Most of the foreign tour
ists come from the United Kingdom, France, and Germany. The biggest increase in the
Finnish tourism industry has been in commercial nature tourism taking place in winter.
In Lapland alone, there were 289 tourism companies offering commercial tourism
activities (Regional Council of Lapland, 2008).
The growth has been beneficial for the economic situation of the peripheral area.
However, when the vast forests of Finnish Lapland no longer serve as a stock for
wood production but also as a stage for nature experience production, new social
and environmental issues related to the versatile use of forests have been brought up.
Earlier research has concentrated mainly on the evaluation of the impacts of tourism
on forest use or on their aesthetical qualities (Silvennoinen & Tyrvainen, 2001;
























Tyrvainen & Tuulentie, 2007). In order to understand the tourism industry’s concerns
with the forest, the often ambiguous nature of touristic interaction taking place in
forests needs to be studied in more detail.
The article starts with a presentation of the practice approach and ethnographic meth
odology. This is followed by a discussion on conducting fieldwork and data processing
which is illustrated by the study carried out in Finnish Lapland. Some findings are
discussed towards the end of the paper, but the main emphasis is on a discussion on
the methodology and the way in which ethnographic research is conducted within
the field of nature based tourism.
Practice Approach to Wilderness Guiding
Ethnographic methodology is applied here in the context of wilderness guiding,
because a study of actual interaction taking place in the forest could fill in the gaps
that currently exist in research knowledge and provide a basis for understanding the
touristic uses of the forest (see also Arnould & Price, 1993; Ham & Weiler, 2007;
Weiler & Ham, 2002 on guiding and on the importance of interaction and interpret
ation). The present study of this interaction is conducted from the perspective of prac
tice theory (Heiskala 2000, 2003; Schatzki, 2001). Tourist practices refer to shared
actions taking place in the sphere of tourism. Practices can be commonly conceived
as “embodied, materially mediated arrays of human activity centrally organised
around shared practical understanding” (Schatzki, 2001, p. 2). Sightseeing, photo
graphing, and hosting are examples of tourist practices that are profoundly embodied,
presume interaction between people and nature, and contain shared cultural meanings
(Rantala, 2010).
Hence, practices related to wilderness guiding are becoming intelligible within the
larger context of tourist practices. Accordingly, the bundle of embodied sayings and
doings of wilderness guides are thought to result from practices (Heiskala, 2000;
Schatzki, 2001). Practices offer structures of action for guides as well as certain organ
ised ways of thinking, experiencing, talking, and knowing how to do something
(Rantala et al., 2011). Practices are, hence, organised regimes of activity and intellig
ibility that provide a particular way to interpret the world. Meanings, in this thought,
are derived from and sustained in the practice’s activities and organisation.
In order to analyse the touristic uses of the forest from the point of view of embodied
and materially mediated practices, the physical qualities of both the tourist group and
the local nature need to be examined alongside the socio cultural background of prac
tices (see Jokinen, 2002). Hence, it is not enough to analyse how the local forest
becomes constructed through the existing cultural representations of the tourism indus
try; it is also important to analyse how these constructions are renewed and modified in
routinised action taking place in nature (Adkins 2004; Bourdieu, 1990, 1998; De
Certeau, 1984; Heiskala, 2000, 2003). I emphasise the form of practice theory that
acknowledges the interaction between global practices and local action. More attention
needs to be paid to how the industry itself governs the perceiving of the forest in the
form of different infrastructures, regulations, and rules.
When analysing tourist practices, the target of analysis is no longer a static object, but

























(Poggio, 2006, p. 229). In order to reach knowledge on situated and embodied practices
one needs methods that simultaneously allow the observation of social and situated
practices and participation in them (Corradi, Gherardi, & Verzelloni, 2008; Yanow,
2006). In other words, conceptualising tourist practices as embodied, materially
mediated, and socially shared activity presets epistemological boundaries on how to
approach them. For this reason, the ethnographic approach is discussed here; epistemo
logical presumptions on how to investigate an encounter situation overlap within the
ethnographic approach and practice theory.
The use of ethnographic methodology has been common in anthropology, and it has
recently gained attention within consumer research, cultural and feminist study, and in
tourism research as well (see Special Issue in Tourist Studies, Frohlick & Harrison,
2008). Long periods of fieldwork in faraway destinations have traditionally been
characteristic of ethnographic study. Nowadays, the methodology has also been
applied to the context of everyday life (Moisander & Valtonen, 2006). The use of eth
nographic methodology outside anthropology has been criticised due to short fieldwork
periods and the high importance placed on theoretical analysis during the early phase of
research, which does not leave “enough space for the data to breathe” (Marcus, 1998,
p.18). One central aim of this article is to unfold the ethnographic research process to
demonstrate the presence of conceptual thinking originating from practice theory
throughout the research process.
Using Ethnography within Tourism Studies
Depending on the context, the ethnographic approach may refer to the methods used in
a study or to the qualitative approach in general. Despite the diversity of the approach,
ethnographic studies share some common features, such as the presence of the
researcher in the field, concentration on some particular socio cultural setting, obser
vation of the participants, and a thick description of the research subject (Atkinson,
Coffey, Delamont, Loftland, & Lofland, 2001, pp. 4 5; Lappalainen, 2007a, p. 9).
What differentiates an ethnographic study from the qualitative perspective in general
is the first hand exploration of the research setting and the importance given to the
social context of the research subject.
To point out differences between the methodological approaches to studying the
practices of wilderness guides, one may argue that a quantitative analysis of practices
produces general knowledge on the kinds of practices conducted in a chosen setting.
The qualitative approach, then, deepens the understanding of the nature of these prac
tices. The ethnographic approach and participation in practices are adequate ways for
the researcher to gain embodied, situational, and practice related knowledge that can
be used to evaluate, for example, the management of the industry.
Ethnographic research does not form a single, linear process. Involvement in the
practices of the field enables the researcher to analyse different types of data in their
own contexts and to utilise the findings in the various parts of the ethnographic research
process (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995, p. 205; Tolonen & Palmu, 2007). Data pro
duction, analyses, and conceptual work overlap, as is often the case in any scientific
enquiry. Hence, ethnographic research can be described as a three layered process
consisting of a physical, written, and textual field (Atkinson, 1992; Palmu, 2007).
























This division refers to the actual being in the field or in the research setting, to the
written (and illustrated) data produced in the research setting, and to the processed
data in the form of a final study report. Through the three layered process, person
ally perceived observations become objects of analytical reflection.
Recently, especially within feminist ethnography, the emphasis has been on critical
reflexivity (Anderson, 2006). Reflexivity has been argued to increase both objectivity
(Foley, 2002, p. 473) and ethicality (Tolonen & Palmu, 2007, p. 94). Foley (2002; see
also Marcus, 1994, 1998) has explicated four different reflection types related to ethno
graphic research: confessional, theoretical, textual, and deconstructive reflexivity. His
categorisation offers a fruitful basis to discuss the reflexivity of an ethnographic
study and to highlight the interconnectedness of the three phases of the ethnographic
process. Thus, combining the different forms of reflexivity to the different phases of
the research process enables us to unfold and evaluate the methodology used in
tourism studies (see Figure 1).
In the methodological research frame in hand confessional reflexivity has been
connected mainly to the physical field of the research process due to the various
dynamics that are highlighted in tourism studies. Authors within tourism research
have faced difficulties in gaining access to knowledge due to the unwillingness of
tourists to use their holiday time on research and due to the protective attitude of
tour operators and guides towards their guests and knowledge (Frohlick & Harrison,
2008; Schmid, 2008). Therefore, ethnographic participation and observation can be
considered as a more sustainable way of gaining information than time consuming
interviews. While engaging in activities taking place in the field, the researcher finds
him/herself intermediating between tourists, guides, and tour operators or entrepre
neurs and being unable to detach him/herself from the tourists (Schmid, 2008,
p. 117). Reflection on the different roles of the author is relevant, and on the degree
to which the author is present in the text (Collinson, 2008, p. 41). From the point of
view of confessional reflexivity, the power positions between the researcher and the
researched must be articulated. Consequently, it is important to recognise the power
of the researcher to interview, formulate questions, interpret data, and write about
the lives of others (Tolonen & Palmu, 2007, pp. 109 110).
Figure 1. Processing the data within a three-layered ethnographic process (based on Atkinson,

























Thus, ethnographic fieldwork within tourism seems to require a special kind of flexi
bility that is not present in the normative type of ethnographic fieldwork (Frohlick &
Harrison, 2008, pp. 7 8). In the context of tourism, the physical field can be seen to
consist of planning a trip, travelling itself, and memories after the trip. Bruner (2005,
pp. 13 17) has described these different spaces with the concept of “border zone”
that refers to the dynamics between being at home and away as well as being at
home while away. These dynamics between home and away that are strongly present
in the field of tourism require special reflexivity and sensitivity from the researcher
to understand how tourist practices are formed. In addition, the researcher of tourism
is captured in the dynamics between spaces together with tourists and people
working in the industry.
The recognition of the dynamics of tourism is attached both to confessional reflex
ivity and to theoretical reflexivity within the ethnographic research process. The
latter consists of reflection on how conceptual thinking affects the perceiving process
in the field and how the chosen methodological tools can be used to work on acquired
knowledge. In addition, it includes the description and analysis of the academic knowl
edge production process (Foley, 2002, p.476; cf. Anderson, 2006, p. 387). Marcus
(1998) has emphasised the importance of “thick description” in ethnographic research.
Thick description refers to “interpretative analysis of the cultural meaning evident in
details of the events observed by the ethnographer” and to the explication of deeper
cultural meanings and signification (Geertz 1973; Wallendorf & Brucks, 1993,
p. 352). The researcher should spend enough time in the physical and written fields
in order for the data to well from the relationships present in the field, not from the exist
ing conceptualisations and categorisations (Marcus, 1998, pp. 16 19). Only in this way
can thick description be rooted in the actual setting of a study. In the ethnographic
process, conducting theoretical reflexivity throughout the three fields is important
and can be seen as a central part of the procedural nature of the methodology, since
it enables the researcher to move between the three phases of the process. Thus, the
researcher can recognise how the theoretical concepts are present in the perception
of the physical field, in the written field notes, and in the analyses of the notes
(Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995, p. 205).
The two remaining ways of carrying out reflection refer to the genre of writing (inter
textual reflexivity) and to the creation of an encounter between the reader and the author
(deconstructive reflexivity). The implementation of intertextual and deconstructive
reflexivity in the textual field can be considered as a step further towards poetic and
experimental writing (Foley, 2002, p. 480). I connect confessional and theoretical
reflexivity to the processes taking place in the physical and written fields. Concurring
with Foley (2002, pp. 479 480), I find it difficult to consciously reflect on the encoun
ter and interpretation process that will take place between me and the future readers of
my texts. However, in the spirit of deconstructive reflexivity one may attempt to
analyse whether it is possible for the author to bring out the different voices and embo
died knowledge at the textual level that were present in the physical field (see examples
in tourism studies: Veijola & Jokinen, 1994; Veijola & Valtonen, 2007).
The four dimensions of reflexivity make it possible to point out salient information
when applying ethnographic methodology into tourism research. This entails acknowl
edging the different roles of the researcher when attending the physical field, the
























importance of theoretical conceptualisations through the three stages of the ethno
graphic process, and the ways of presenting embodied information in the textual
field. In the following, the ethnographic process is unfolded by using the activities of
nature based tourism as an example. Special attention is paid to progression through
the different stages of the process and to reflexivity, which enables the researcher to
move back and forth within the process (see Figure 1). The detailed description of
the progression helps to further develop the application of the methodology.
Conducting Research in the Forest
Attending the Physical Field
My field notes on tourist practices were produced during the years 2006 2009 through
participatory observations during 18 days of guiding in the Christmas, New Year,
winter and summer seasons and through participation in nature experience instructor
training. The nature excursions and Christmas charter packages described in my field
notes cover most of the typical nature tourism services offered in Lapland. The
tourist groups I was guiding consisted mainly of British, Spanish, and Central European
tourists. The notes include descriptions of snowmobile safaris, winter sports, visits to
reindeer and husky dog farms, a visit to an icebreaker, and a river rafting trip. In
most of the excursions and activities there were several guides involved, and the
tourist groups consisted of more than 20 people.
Each autumn many nature tourism companies organise their own training for new
guides. Also vocational and higher education is available. The training in which I
participated was targeted at people with some knowledge or work experience within
tourism. It was arranged in 16 intensive, extended weekends and lasted 18 months,
and therefore covered all the seasons of the year. The training provided the qualifica
tions of a paddling, rafting, and climbing instructor, and also the participants’ skiing
skills were improved. These skills are not included in training offered by companies,
but they are considered important in the development of new active, nature tourism
products. The skills needed in snowmobiling are normally taught by safari companies
themselves. “Local” guides are also expected to have learned snowmobiling and wild
erness skills beforehand and therefore full snowmobile training is not provided, even
though the skills are salient in everyday action within the industry.
I accrued 80 pages of text from participatory observations; some parts of the text are
detailed descriptions of excursions and others more general observations. The visual
material consists of one video and hundreds of photographs taken by me and by
other guides and participants in training. The written material illustrates, for
example, progression of action, reasoning for action, as well as the presence of tacit
knowledge during the situations. The visual data helps to reconstruct the actual situ
ations (Collier, 2001). Such attributes as weather, embodied postures, facial
expressions, and the environment can be reached through the visual material. The
differences between action taking place in summer and winter also become obvious
through the data. This autoethnographic data (Anderson, 2006) was complemented
with interviews of guides and foreign tourists conducted during 2005, 2007, and

























2006 2007 (see Rantala, 2009; Rantala & Haanpaa eds., 2010; Valkonen & Veijola,
2008).
The ethnographic field notes include reflexive observations on my way of conducting
the research and constructing knowledge on tourist practices. Confessional reflexivity is
present in the way I have focused on evaluating the subjective nature of my interpret
ations during the observation process and on trying to separate my personal experiences
and conceptual thoughts in the field notes. I have aimed to observe the line between
everyday and scientific language and between the mind and the body, as well as the
limits in gaining knowledge on certain cultural meanings (Foley, 2002, pp. 474 475).
The field notes also deal with the multiple roles of the researcher within the field of
tourism and the tension between the various roles. The data includes, for example,
various footnotes in which I have reflected on my limited ability to perceive various
events and diverse experiences taking place in the interaction. When concentrating
on the tourist, the perspective of the guide has been limited and vice versa. My
previous experience as a guide has also been an important factor throughout the obser
vation process. Due to my earlier experience and tacit knowledge on the field I have
been able to gain inside information on various events. In addition, based on my
personal experience the “cultural lens” (Jeans, 1974) of a guide is strongly present in
the field notes and becomes obvious through the way in which I have described the
excursions. For instance, the data includes many observations on the way tourists
drive their snowmobiles and considerations of how their different ways of driving
will affect the progression of an excursion. These observations illustrate well how
the researcher can use her/his own position in the field as a tool for gaining information
(cf. Atkinson, 2006; Denzin, 2006 on the autoethnographic method).
I was fourth in the line skiing on the snowy river, carrying a big backpack
containing two sleeping mattresses, a sleeping bag, a stove, warm clothes, and
other equipment to survive a cold night in the forest. Though, at the moment I
was sweating and my knees were still trembling from the effort of getting
safely down the hill from the school building to the river. Luckily our teacher
in the front of the line decided to have a break and I was able to get the backpack
off my back, take off a few layers of clothing, and take a sip from my water bottle.
I realized that this must resemble the feelings of foreign tourists participating in
snowmobile safaris: most often they have not driven snowmobiles ever before,
they are not used to being dressed in big overalls, clumsy boots and gloves,
and they do not know that as soon as the line of snowmobiles gets from the start
ing point to the river they will get a chance to stop and correct their driving pos
ition and clothing. (Ethnographic Field Diary, February 2007)
As part of the reflexive ethnographic process, the recognition of the effect of my pre
vious knowledge on the type of data I was able to gather is not the only point of con
sideration. Perhaps an even more important point is the ethicality of participatory
observation as a data collection method. I have asked permission to write field notes
from the management of the company in which I worked as a guide and from the
instructor and participants of the training. However, my field notes include many
remarks on my earlier experiences and practices while working as a guide, on the
























practices of other people working with me, and on the practices of the tourists partici
pating in the excursions. The confessional reflection contains remarks on securing the
anonymity of the people with whom I have worked, trained, and travelled. And further,
it contains reflections on the power position that writing field notes gives to a person.
Observing things in detail separates a person from others, and this position entails
power (cf. Schmid, 2008, p. 117).
Analysing the Data
Having gathered the data I moved from the physical field to the written field to
analyse the organisation of the written material (see Figure 1). The attendance at
the written field can be described as dwelling in the field by writing and reading.
One way to enhance the writing process is to analyse the organisation of writing
around temporal, spatial, or episodic units (Lappalainen, 2007b, pp. 116 117). I
traced back my writing style by going through the field notes: were they arranged
in a temporal, spatial, or episodic order with respect to the events? Temporality is
present in the notes, since they proceed from the beginning of the excursion
towards the end. In addition, the notes include discontinuities wherever I have
described how things have been done before. These different types of temporality
derive from my earlier experience as a guide. Tracing back the temporal organisation
of the data helps paying attention to the different time periods that are present in the
data, such as the memories, the moment of gathering the data, and the time of
writing down the field notes (Wallendorf & Brucks, 1993, p. 343). The spatial
dimension is also present in the texts, since the paragraphs are arranged according
to the places where the action occurred: the office or lecture hall, the town, the
track, the river, the farm, and so on.
However, the episodically organised structure seems to be the strongest one in the
text: the writing is organised mainly according to different events, such as preparations
before excursions, activities in the forest, visits to reindeer and sleigh dog farms, and
breaks around a campfire. The episodes that take place at the tourist site can be
compared to a work of art seen as a series of events covering the planning of the
work of art, the concrete piece of work, and the reflections on the piece of work
(Lilius, 1999, p. 134). Similarly, the episodes on the guided nature excursions can be
divided into three main episodes: (1) the planning and preparation of the excursion,
(2) the actual activities in the forest, and (3) the discursive practices and reflections
taking place while being gathered around the campfire (see Rantala et al., 2011).
The guides at the sleigh dog farm had mixed my group with another one, and
therefore we were offered a shorter excursion to the forest than agreed in the pro
gramme. As we found out about the confusion, we agreed to wait until the guides
would first take the other tourist group into the forest in order to get a longer
excursion after them. I guided my customers to a hut and asked them to take a
seat around the campfire, after which I served them hot juice. We had a good
while to warm up and discuss our short experience with the dogs. I told stories
about the sleigh dogs and local lifestyles to animate the experience and to

























To move from the written to the textual field, I tried out different ways of reading the
material I had gathered. The reading can be conducted from different angles, for
example in a discourse analytical manner (Lappalainen, 2007b, p. 124), by concentrat
ing on themed units, by reading a text analytically through theoretical concepts (Palmu,
2007, pp. 146 147), or through comparative analyses (Mietola, 2007, pp. 153 155).
The ways of writing and reading are very much interdependent the way field notes
have been produced sets possibilities and limits for the different ways of reading
them (Lappalainen, 2007b, p. 125). Theoretical reflexivity is about recognising these
possibilities and limits, articulating the choices the researcher has made, and observing
the ways in which the choices affect subsequent actions and levels during the research
process. This highlights the procedural nature of the research.
I tested the different reading styles vis a` vis the three main episodes I had traced
back. I found it easy to point out some thematically strong topics among the field
notes, such as the temporal differences between the guides’ action before meeting
the customers and while acting with them. Reading the field notes analytically
through such concepts as routine, tacit knowledge, and affordance seemed to function
in relation to all the three phases of an event and with respect to the ontological and
epistemological presuppositions of practice theory. Comparative reading highlighted
the dichotomies in the text: the local foreign, female masculine, and customer
guide confrontations. These confrontations led me to read the text from the perspectives
of feminine and hierarchical discourse. These discourses illustrate the various standing
points of the participants in tourist interaction.
Reflecting on the theoretical process, I became aware that the theoretical framework
was quite strongly present in my fieldwork, and this had probably directed me towards
analytical reading of the data and towards certain conceptual tools. To better observe
the interconnectedness of the conceptual knowledge and my field notes (cf. critique
by Marcus, 1998) I conducted photo elicitation on the episodes I had picked up from
the written material. I constructed 12 power point shows of the photographs according
to selected guiding and training days on the basis of the visual data available, since I did
not have a camera with me every day. Photo elicitation refers to a method in which
photos are used as an instrument to gain more information on experiences and feelings
related to situations (Collier, 2001). In order to observe both tacit practices and materi
ality, I wrote notes on what I could see in the pictures, on the different abstractions and
meanings that could be related to the pictures, and on different embodied positions
present in the pictures (Lusebrink, 1990, 2004; Rankanen, 2007, p. 132). Thinking
about the different postures, memories, and feelings helped me to gain information
especially on different embodied practices taking place in the forest.
Having written down detailed memories related to the pictures, I assembled the
episodically arranged data, the analytical reflections on the data, and the descriptions
of the pictures. The different phases of the ethnographic process thus intertwined and
offered a basis for thick description.
Organising the Textual Field
The theoretical conceptualisations used in the study have directed my attention
throughout the ethnographic process towards the practices of people participating in
























excursions and further towards the routinised, reflexive, and materially mediated
dimensions of the wilderness guiding practices (Adkins, 2004; Bourdieu, 1990,
1998; De Certeau, 1984; Heiskala, 2000, 2003). The pre reflexive, routinised nature
of practices gives the possibility of paying attention to the tacit and shared skills of
dealing with both the infrastructure of the forest and the tourist group. Reflexive prac
tices underline the need to react and use creativity when, for example, facing sudden
changes in the weather or in timetables. In addition, the materially evoked nature of
practices shows how weather, for example, emphasises the importance of different
material arrangements, such as wind and waterproof clothing, icy routes, or the
shelter of a dense forest (Rantala et al., 2011).
These dimensions of practices have been further illustrated in thick description.
Thick description is present in my study in three stories and in quotations from the
field notes used in journal articles and research reports. The first story describes a
typical training day of nature experience instructors and illustrates the learning of
pre reflexive, tacit knowledge. The various episodes of the training day point out
how the guides, by acting together, internalise the embodied knowledge of acting in
nature. For example, by repeating the preparations the guides learn to assess the
weather and the compatible equipment. Similarly, the safety practices essential to
nature activities become routinised through repetition.
We met in the morning at the storage of the school. Everybody knew already what
kind of equipment to pack for the climbing trip and chatted happily while handing
the equipment to one another. Part of the discussion concerned clothing: how
many layers of underwear each of us was wearing, who had bought a new
down jacket to wrap while waiting for own climbing turn, and which type of
gloves were the most suitable ones for the day. (Ethnographic Field Diary,
October 2007)
The conceptualisation of practices has also pointed out the interrelationship between
tourist groups and the forest and helped identify personal ways of using the tourism
infrastructure (Rantala, 2010). Social interaction and the creative ways of using the
infrastructure are given special emphasis in the second story dealing with a typical
safari day in Finnish Lapland and in the third story describing the organisation of a
guided hiking trip. Concentrating on the three main episodes helped to point out
what actually happens at the moment of experiencing the forest and how a safe and
enticing environment is produced for tourists (cf. Selstad, 2007): Even though the prep
arations are conducted in a skilful manner based on earlier embodied and pre reflexive
knowledge, the moment of experiencing the forest together requires reflexivity both
from the guides and the foreign tourists. Creative action is needed due to rapid
changes in the weather conditions, due to the different cultural backgrounds of the par
ticipants, and due to interaction between strangers.
We had been hiking in a narrow stretch of forest in the middle of a swamp for
about an hour when we ran into a small river. The forest section seemed to end
right in the river. I picked up the map and tried to find a way to cross the river.

























and found duckboards heading to the swamp. However, the path was in a very
bad condition and my British customer did not find it safe to walk on a shaky
path with a big backpack, surrounded with a thick swarm of mosquitoes. After
a discussion with the group and an evaluation of our skills I decided to change
the route for the rest of the day and head for a safer and less swampy area.
(Ethnographic Field Diary, July 2007)
After constructing the three stories I asked participants from the nature experience train
ing programme and fellow guides as well as the participants from a hiking trip to read
and reflect on the three stories. The reflections enabled me to pay particular attention to
intertextual and deconstructive reflexivity. The rewritten stories form one result of the
study besides being used in the process of analysing wilderness guiding practices. The
study has shown that in order to gain information on the diverse ways of using forest in
touristic activities it is important to participate in the activities and analyse the context
of the experiences (see Ehn & Lofgren, 2010; Lofgren, 2008). In the case of commer
cial nature tourism excursions the role of the guide is essential and should be included
in the study (see Ham & Weiler, 2007). The ethnographic process has made it possible
to unfold the conceptual framework so that it serves as a basis for fruitful discussion
about the results in various arenas.
Conclusions
The first main result of the ethnographic process was highlighted when moving from
the first phase of the ethnographic process to the second: Due to the episodically
arranged nature of the commercial nature excursion it was possible to see the commer
cial nature excursion as an event (cf. Lilius, 1999). Examining the touristic use of forest
from the point of view of an event shows that commercial nature tourism activities
require a great deal of planning, preparation, training, and learning of practices. Tour
istic experiences have always been subject to modification; they have been shortened,
scheduled, edited, and made regular (Bruner, 2005, p. 10). The ethnographic approach
enables the researcher to gain information on how the modification is conducted in the
context of commercial nature tourism and what further requirements this sets to the
management of infrastructure in the forest and, for example, to the training of guides
(Weiler & Ham, 2002).
The second point of view emphasised in the ethnographic process is that the event
perspective makes it easier to analyse the ways in which production and consumption
are intertwined and simultaneous in commercial nature excursions (Urry, 1990). Inter
action between guides, tourists, and the forest require special reflexivity from the par
ticipants, and therefore they cannot act only on the basis of a pre planned matrix. It is
therefore important to recognise the need for reflexivity and creative action when plan
ning nature based products and infrastructure. Safety guidelines and safe infrastructure
enable the guide to pay more attention to the experiencing tourist (Rantala & Valkonen,
2011). The possibilities to evoke forest experiences can be enhanced by paying more
attention to the forest as a safe environment and to the possibilities for guides to
express themselves within the context of efficient guided services.
























Tourist practices have been conceptualised here as embodied, social, and materially
mediated activities. I have suggested the use of ethnographic methodology when
analysing the touristic use of forest in the contexts of commercial nature tourism and
wilderness guiding. New insights can be reached by participating in the activities
studied, by analysing the context of the activities, and by adhering to reflexivity
during the research process. I have discussed different ways of writing and reading
the data and proposed that knowledge on the practices carried out during commercial
nature excursions is gained by arranging the data episodically, by reading the descrip
tions of the practices analytically, and by constructing reflective stories from thick
description.
Discussing the four different ways of conducting reflexivity in an ethnographic study
has shown how to assess and carry out the whole research process in a sustainable way.
The assessment of ethnographic methodology illustrates that through the approach it is
possible to gain access to the actual situations of producing and consuming nature
experiences and to reflect on the ethicality of the gained data. Assessing the theoretical
reflexivity within the process also enables one to pay particular attention to the ways the
theoretical conceptualisations are present already early in the research process and how
this may limit the attention paid to the connections dwelling in the chosen empirical
setting. Furthermore, ethnographic methodology and the use of various genres of
writing, such as stories, in the research make the results comprehensible to the ones
involved in the study and readable to the audience and stakeholders outside the aca
demic field. The processed data can thus be used, for example, in the training of
future guides.
Ethnographic methodology could be used in the future to study the cooperation
between the private and public sectors in their use and management of natural resources
and to explore the health benefits related to nature based tourism (see Fredman & Tyr
vainen, 2010). At its best, ethnographic methodology can be used to diversify research
projects consisting of multiple methodological and theoretical approaches. To take it a
step further, the people involved in the study can be empowered more if ethnographic
methodology is combined with the action research approach.
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The complexity of safety in wilderness guiding in Finnish Lapland
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This article examines how safety is understood and practised by wilderness guides
leading nature excursions with international customers in Finnish Lapland.
Commercial nature tourism services in Lapland are not considered adventure-oriented
since risk-taking is not an integral part of the guided services. The study shows that
even though perceived as low-risk activities, risks are present in a significant part of
the everyday actions in commercial nature tourism services. Thus, commercial nature
tourism forms a rich context to study the sustainability of contemporary safety
practices since it forms a specific, guide-dependent sector of the tourism industry. The
discussion further underlines the complexity of safety issues within the industry and
the importance of holistic approaches.
Keywords: safety; nature-based tourism; qualitative research; wilderness guiding; risk
management; social interaction
Introduction
Great importance has been attached to tourism safety in recent years. Injuries and dangerous
situations are often highlighted due to the harmful effect they have on the image and repu-
tation of the industry’s services and, indeed, of the whole field. Yet, concern about the safety
of tourism services reaches beyond the industry’s image (Cavlek, 2002; Wilks & Page,
2003a). Safety is connected with the sustainability of conducting tourism activities and
developing the infrastructure and products within the industry. Here, the tourism workers
are placed in the focal point of the research (cf. Wilks & Page, 2003b, p. 12), since their
role in practising safety within the industry is essential.
In commercial tourism services taking place outdoors, it is often the guide who is ulti-
mately responsible for guaranteeing the protection of the customers. Therefore, the aim of
this article is to point out how safety is understood and practised by the guides leading
outdoor excursions with international customers. The discussion takes place within the
frame of sociological practice theory. Practices are defined as embodied activities organised
around shared practical understanding (Schatzki, 2001a, p. 2). The analysis concentrates,
first, on interpreting the collective ‘stock knowledge’ related to practising tourism safety
(Heiskala, 2000; Heller, 1984; Rantala, 2010). By stock knowledge, the authors refer to
shared customary action within the industry. The second focus of the analysis is on illus-
trating the possibilities and need for reflexive action (Bourdieu, 1990; Heiskala, 2000,
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2003). The discussion further underlines the complexity of safety issues within the tourism
industry (Cater, 2006; Fletcher, 2010).
In order to address the ways to share and practise safety within the tourism industry,
commercial nature tourism taking place in Finnish Lapland is used as an example.
Typical commercial tourism services in Finnish Lapland consist of programmed services,
such as snowmobile excursions to reindeer or sledge dog farms. The programmed services
in Lapland are directed at families and no previous experience in winter sports or cold
environments is required from the customers, nor special skills related to risky activities.
Hence, despite the relative remoteness and wilderness-like attributes of the tourism desti-
nations in Lapland, the typical programmed services, especially the ones offered in the
winter season, are not generally considered as adventurous. Risk-taking is not a part of
the service product in a similar way as it is in adventure tourism, where participation in
risk experiences is a target-oriented part of the service (Bentley, Cater, & Page, 2010;
Ewert & Jamieson, 2003, p. 68; Holyfield, Jonas, & Zajicek, 2005; Morgan & Fluker,
2006). Commercial nature tourism services are expected to be exciting, phenomenal and,
above all, safe, because safety is considered a central factor in the programmed services
(Pakkanen, 2009; Ryall, 2002). This ‘non-adventurous’ image of commercial nature
tourism in Lapland is precisely why it forms an interesting case to study safety (see also
Fletcher, 2010).
Safety is a matter ordered by law. The Finnish Product Safety Act, for instance, requires
that snowmobile excursions must not be dangerous to the health or property of the consu-
mer. Similarly, according to the Act on Labour Protection, the service must not cause danger
to the producer or worker (Consumer Agency, 2003). Here, safety is understood to consist
of shared cultural knowledge and practices aiming to guarantee a certain level of practical
safety. Even though safety is a matter ordered by law, due to the complexity of factors
affecting safety in natural environments, the safety of programmed services is, in the
end, defined in practice.
The safety of programme services has been discussed widely since the beginning of the
year 2000 in Finland; consequently, both companies and authorities have paidmore attention
to the matter of safety. The reason for this is the growing supply and demand of programme
services. The increasing growth of international tourism in Finnish Lapland has put pressure
on the field, making the management of safety a central developing area within the field of
commercial nature tourism in Lapland (Regional Council of Lapland, 2008). Nevertheless,
very little research is available on the daily practices taking place within the industry.
Safety in commercial nature tourism
In tourism research, the possible generators of a given security situation that might harm-
fully impinge on the tourism system are seen to consist of crime-related incidents, terrorism,
war and civil or political unrest (Pizam & Mansfeld, 2006a, 2006b, p. 3). Accordingly,
tourism researchers have concentrated on studying the nature of these possible generators,
the impacts of security incidents and the reactions of different stakeholders. This limited
understanding of risk management and tourism security as an issue that consists mainly
of formulating strategies, giving information, avoiding restless areas and preventing
security incidents, renders tourism security as largely being external to the tourism industry;
likewise, the management of safety is also seen to be beyond the control of the industry
(cf. Pizam & Mansfeld, 2006a, 2006b, p. 19).
Besides security issues, traditional areas of research on tourism safety have covered
medical condition and injuries, adventure tourism, issues on travel and tourism law, and
























transport safety and disaster management (Wilks & Page, 2003a). Within these areas of
research, the role of the tourism industry in creating and preventing risks has been
studied more closely. Morgan and Fluker (2006) have, for example, studied the manage-
ment of risks in adventure tourism from the point of view of the managers in the industry.
They suggest that the managers have the responsibility for offering experiences that are
adventurous but safe and informing the clients about the risks. In practice, however, if
the activity is new for the clients, they cannot perceive the potential risks and therefore it
is often the guide who perceives and evaluates the risks for the clients during the activity
(Buckley, 2010; Ryan, 2003, p. 61).
Bentley and Page (2001, p. 706) refer to the concept of adverse experience, which
includes accidents, injuries and health problems associated with visiting unfamiliar
environments. They argue that it is not enough to place emphasis on the consumer since
the consumer may not be able to assess if the appropriate safety systems are in place.
According to Bentley and Page (2001, p. 706), a holistic and multidisciplinary approach
is needed in order to understand and assess the impacts of safety on tourists’ wellbeing.
Recent studies (Bentley & Page, 2008; Buckley, 2010; Cater, 2006; Page, Bentley, &
Walker, 2005) have shown that when the holistic nature of risks is addressed, a broader
range of concerns become evident, such as the need to concentrate safety efforts on
certain commercial tourism activities, the need for better communication between guides
and tourists within commercial nature activities and the need to better recognise how
inexperienced customers perceive risks.
The above-mentioned authors have shown the importance of studying tourism safety by
using holistic approaches and by emphasising safety as an internal issue within the tourism
industry. In this article, the circumstances for producing touristic nature experiences in
Finnish Lapland are studied in order to better understand the complexity of safety in com-
mercial nature tourism. By focusing on the collective knowledge and on the actual practices
of the actors within the tourism industry, the aim is to point out how safety is an internal
issue within the tourism industry, and how furthermore this sets certain prerequisites for
the functioning of the industry.
Methodology
Nature tourism has been a key development area in Lapland since the beginning of the
1980s. Tourism income and employment have increased remarkably; the number of regis-
tered overnights has almost doubled from 1.25 million in 1990 to 2.3 million in 2008. The
actual number of tourists in 2008 was estimated to be three times the registered number
since a considerable part of overnights are non-registered ones. The number of foreign tour-
ists has increased from 0.25 million to almost a million since 1990 according to the statistics
on registered overnights. The majority of foreign tourists come from the UK, France and
Germany (Regional Council of Lapland, 2009). The growth in the tourism industry has
been most rapid in the programme services of nature tourism in the winter season: there
were 265 tourism companies in Lapland in 2006 offering commercial tourism activities,
which employed 13% of tourism workers (Ministry of Employment and the Economy,
2008; Regional Council of Lapland, 2009). (The estimated number of workers is even
bigger due to inaccurate statistics, Pirttija¨rvi & Hakkarainen, 2008). The high season of
winter tourism is 4 5 months maximum, lasting from the beginning of December until
the end of April.
Typical commercial nature tourism programmes in Lapland consist of wilderness safaris
by snowmobile, reindeer and sledge dogs. These services are highly guide-dependent.
























As a guided tourism service, the wilderness safari is an assemblage of social interaction,
customer service, production of experience, being in nature and operating technical gear
(such as snowmobiles) (Valkonen, 2009). A typical wilderness safari by snowmobile
lasts from a couple of hours to a day and consists of a group of about 5 10 customers
who have come individually or together with others to drive snowmobiles. Depending
on the group size, the safari is managed and hosted by one or more guides. The safaris
most often take place in the vicinity of tourist centres in managed forests or forests that
are reserved for leisure activities. They usually follow official and well-signposted
routes, but there are also safaris that occur in virgin nature without routes. During the
event, guides are responsible for the functioning of the event and the security and enjoy-
ment of the customers. Wilderness guiding is mainly seasonal low-income work that never-
theless requires multiple skills, high responsibility and simultaneously both flexibility and
intensive commitment. The work is often independent and the personal qualities of employ-
ees are a crucial factor (Valkonen, 2009).
The data used in the study consist of two parts: the first phase consists of 18 thematic
interviews of wilderness guides working in Finnish Lapland. The interviews were per-
formed by the second author and his research assistant in the autumn of 2006. The material
was collected for the Wilderness Guiding as Work Study, which is part of the larger Tourism
as Work project funded by the Academy of Finland (www.ulapland.fi/taw). The intervie-
wees represent all key actors in the commercial nature tourism business in Lapland:
entrepreneurs, organisational management, wilderness guide trainers and guides. In the
interviews, the same questions were posed to each informant in a fashion that enabled
them to speak freely and emphasise the issues they felt were important. The thematic
areas concerned were guiding work and the skills required, education and work orientation,
and nature tourism service with its challenges and potentials. The aim of the study was to
examine wilderness guiding as work from the perspective of employees. The interviews
were taped and transcribed. The data were analysed using qualitative analysis methods.
In particular, the analysis took account of the ways in which the interviewees described
the role of environmental factors in their daily working practices.
The second phase is based on the first author’s participant observations made during the
years 2006 2009. The observations cover 18 days of guiding foreign tourist groups in
Finnish Lapland as well as participation in 16 extended weekends of nature experience
instructor training (see Fletcher, 2010 on ethnography on guiding). The notes from
guiding include descriptions of such tourist activities as snowmobile safaris, winter
games, visits to reindeer and sledge dog farms, and a river rafting trip. The training in
which the author participated was aimed at people with some knowledge or work experience
within tourism. The training provided instructor qualifications for paddling, rafting and
climbing, and also sought to improve the participants’ cross-country and downhill skiing,
hiking and orienteering skills. These skills are not included in training offered by tourism
companies. Tourism companies in Lapland offer training for new guides every autumn.
The skills needed for snowmobiling, for example, are normally taught only briefly by safari
companies. Guides entering the industry are expected to have learned snowmobiling andwild-
erness skills beforehand and therefore full snowmobile training is not provided, even though
the skills are essential in the everyday actions within the industry. Altogether 80 pages of diary
notes were gathered by participant observation along with other written and visual data. The
data have been organised episodically and processed through reflexive, analytical reading into
a thick ethnographic description of commercial nature tourism practices (Atkinson, 1992;
Foley, 2002; Geertz, 1973; Marcus, 1998; Rantala, submitted for publication). The reflexive
ethnographic process is described in more detail later in the article.
























Safety in wilderness guiding in Finnish Lapland
The safety of commercial nature tourism activities in Finnish Lapland is discussed in the
following by first analysing the ‘stock knowledge’ related to safety practices based on
the thematic interviews (Heller, 1984). Analyses of the rules and resources employed in
day-to-day lives of actors within the industry helps to outline the forms of customary
action in commercial nature tourism (Gardiner, 2000, p. 134; Heller, 1984). The customary
action is then brought to the level of reflexive examination by illustrating the possibilities
for confronting the customary, pre-reflexive practices based on the participant observation.
Pre-reflexive practices refer to action that is routine-like and habituated, but which is related
to consciousness through tacit assumptions (Alasuutari, 2004, p. 15). Tacit assumption are
invoked only when needed, for instance, in situations of crisis (Alasuutari, 2004, p. 15;
Heiskala, 2000, p. 19, 2003). The analyses of the two data cases highlight three factors
which increase the complexity of safety issues in commercial nature tourism: the infrastruc-
ture, the inexperience of both the customers and seasonal workers, and the workers’
pre-reflexive codes of conduct.
Safety culture
In the interviews of the first data, wilderness guides raised taking care of safety as a central
part of their work and its demands. According to them, safety is a part of customer service
because the customers expect that the safaris are both enjoyable and safe tourism events. The
guides said that safety is a starting point for the whole safari activity, it is ‘the number one’
and ‘the fact is, when we do safaris it is safe’. It is no wonder that taking care of customer
safety plays a central role in guiding; even though the companies are responsible for the
safety of the safaris, in practice, safety depends on the guides’ work and guides are person-
ally responsible for the customers’ safety. Guides are the ones taking customers out into the
field and thus they deal with the possible risk factors of the safaris in the field. For this reason,
the safety of programme services depends on the skills of the guides, their attitudes and
actions. When the objective is to examine the safety issues of commercial nature tourism,
the guides’ understanding of safety is an important factor.
Generally speaking, safety is always relative. Conceptually, safety is a positive attribute,
whichmeans the absence of danger or risk. In society, different branches understand safety in
different ways. What is considered as a security risk in some fields does not necessarily
constitute the same elsewhere. Safety depends on the acceptable level of risks in the activity
in question. The activity is safe when the risks are at a level that is accepted within the
industry. Thus, safety is always the level of the target-oriented safety, not a perfect
absence of risks or dangers. The attitude towards injuries, risks or dangers, indeed, tells us
about the existing safety culture and about the cultural tolerance of risks that is characteristic
of it. The tolerated risk level, therefore, depends on the operation culture and practices.
When examining the security questions of a certain activity, attention must first be paid to
the shared stock knowledge in which risks or dangers are defined. Only then is it possible
to examine how questions of security are dealt with. Thus, safety cannot be separated
from the culture that determines the level of the target-oriented safety.
Wilderness guides understand safety in a certain way. Guides explain that in almost every
safari various incidents such as near-miss events, equipment breakdowns or bodily injuries
occur. Even accidental death of a customer is possible, albeit extremely rare. A typical
snowmobile incident occurs when a customer swerves off the route and crashes into a tree.
Every guide interviewed had experiences of different incidents from snowmobile damages
























and minor injuries to the customers, to a broken leg of a customer or a guide. The guides
consider injuries unfortunate but, as one guide puts it, ‘incidents are more a rule than an
exception’. In his company injuries happen as ‘almost weekly a customer crashes into a tree’.
According to the wilderness guides, injuries are ‘always unpleasant’. However, all
incidents are not accidents. When asked what kinds of accidents happen on the safaris, a
typical answer was ‘of course, there are always some normal ones’, but not ‘peculiar
ones’. The argument crystallises well the wilderness guides’ as well as safari entrepreneurs’
notions of safety. Certain events are considered as security risks while others are considered
to be a part of safari activities. In other words, certain incidents, ‘the normal ones’, are
considered as events which belong to the character of the safari activity and thus, they
can never be totally prevented or avoided. They are part of the everyday life of commercial
nature tourism, a part of the safari activities and therefore an essential part of guides’ work.
This is illustrated in the way guides describe different injuries. For example, one female
safari guide differentiated between minor injuries and more serious accidents. According
to her, a customer’s leg or hand breaking, slipping or falling is considered ‘damage’.
They are ‘twists of fate’ but not ‘anything more serious’.
A: Yeah, everything has happened . . . a leg breaks or a hand breaks or other kinds of injuries,
but nothing serious. . .
Q: Are those damages, accidents or what. . .?
A: Damages. They are mainly coincidences. . .
Other guides describe injury risks of the safaris in a similar way, but with different con-
cepts. Some guides talk about near-miss events, others about ‘all kinds of twists of fate’
when referring to accidents like the one mentioned above. The interviewees argue that it
is simply the nature of customer service in natural environments that injuries cannot be
avoided one must live with them. The damages, near-miss events and twists of fate
are not actually accidents but rather events that happen to take place (cf. Ryall, 2002, p. 30).
There are also accidents that wilderness guides understand as ‘peculiar ones’. These are
events that lead to serious injuries. For example, a female guide who broke her hand on a
safari describes the event ‘as a complete accident’ because it was exceptional for her.
A number have happened to me. Last season a customer drove a snowmobile over me. I only
broke my arm but it was a complete accident. Not really a big deal, it was just a situation in
which the customer did not listen to what I said, simply that . . . But something always
happens to the customers.
The example highlights the difference between ‘normal’ and ‘peculiar’ (Table 1). More
serious injuries do not belong to the normal ones. Guides consider the peculiar accidents to
Table 1. Concepts of accidents.
Normal accidents Peculiar accidents




Customer’s leg or hand breaking Crash
Frostbite
Equipment rupture
























consist of those rare events that cross the limit of normal injuries. Thus, the safety of a safari
is relative. This does not mean that the safety is not ‘always number one’ as one guide
characterises it. Rather, the safety of a safari is understood as something in which the
risks are at an acceptable level. The acceptable risk level is the level of safety being
attempted to be maintained in the safari activity.
In the training material used by the safari companies ‘the minimum requirements of
safety of a snowmobile safari’ are outlined. They are specified in relation to the safety
document required by the Product Safety Act and are considered to be regulated by law.
In the Act, safety issues are recommended to be solved by advanced control and by self-
supervision. Advanced control means that customers’ safety is guaranteed by proper and
safe equipment, and by fitting the standard of the safari to the skills and special require-
ments of the customers and prevailing conditions. Self-supervision means it is the guide
who takes care of the safety on the safaris. In order to guarantee the minimum requirements
of safety of a safari, the companies try, first of all, to make sure that their equipment and
products do not cause safety risks. The objective of self-supervision is to guarantee that
in the safari’s practical realisation all possible risks are minimised. To conclude, the
minimum requirement of the safety of the safaris is an objective level in regard to which
the safety of the safaris is determined. This means that in the safari field the activities are
safe when risks do not exceed the minimum requirements of the safety of the safaris, in
other words, the acceptable safety level.
In sociological risk theories, this kind of conceptualisation of injury risks is referred to
by the concept ‘normal accident’. Perrow (1984) defines a normal accident as a situation in
which the features characteristic of the system multiplies the mistakes and produce unex-
pected interdependencies that are an essential part of the systems. Certain risks are accepted
as part of the system’s operation and the persons who work in the system have to deal with
them. In the field of commercial nature tourism, certain injury risks are considered as
normal and therefore they are accepted as features characteristic of the field. The idea of
the ‘normal accident’ is strengthened in many different ways within the field. One
method used is to proportion the accidents to the volume of tourism.
Honestly, what does it matter if we talk about 20 000 30 000 customers and last year there was
only one visit to the hospital. It is not much. It is such a small part. . . . Last winter 35 000
customers participated in our company’s trips. During the winter only one customer was
hurt so that s/he needed hospital treatment. ‘The damages which are also small with respect
to the customer number are extremely rare’, the leader of the company emphasises. (Lapin
Kansa, 19 March 2003)
Another way is to compare the injury risks of the safari with other leisure activities: ‘It is
more dangerous to walk in the streets than to take part in our safari. It is like this in the light
of statistics’, especially when the safety of snowmobile safaris is examined in relation to
private driving. This is understandable because according to statistics in Finland, only
18% of all fatal accidents by snowmobile have taken place on guided safaris (Ko¨nga¨s,
2004). In the light of numbers, the safari programme services are extremely safe, and it
is difficult to question the safety of safari activity when it is examined this way. Comparing
the different activities is a relativistic practice that points out how safety is understood in the
field of commercial nature tourism. This kind of practice of ‘cultural relativity of hazard
perception’ (Beck, 1995, p. 76) constructs the idea of the normal accident in the commercial
nature tourism field and at the same time tells about the dominant cultural thinking about
safari safety. Certain injury risks are accepted as undeniable consequences of commercial
nature tourism with which the guides simply must manage in their work.

























I was fourth in the line skiing on the snowy river, carrying a big backpack containing two sleep-
ing mattresses, a sleeping bag, a stove, warm clothes, and other equipment to survive a cold
night in the forest. Though, at the moment I was sweating and my knees were still trembling
from the effort of getting safely down the hill from the school building to the river. Luckily our
teacher in the front of the line decided to have a break and I was able to get the backpack off my
back, take off a few layers of clothing, and take a sip from my water bottle. I realized that this
must resemble the feelings of foreign tourists participating in snowmobile safaris: most often
they have not driven snowmobiles ever before, they are not used to being dressed in big over-
alls, clumsy boots and gloves, and they do not know that as soon as the line of snowmobiles
gets from the starting point to the river they will get a chance to stop and correct their driving
position and clothing.
(Ethnographic Field Diary, February 2007)
The tacit stock knowledge and skills of wilderness guides could be used as a tool for
developing safer codes of conduct (Valtonen, 2009; Veijola & Valtonen, 2007). Yet to
develop the safety practices, research is needed on the existing tacit practices. To get this
information, there is a need to move from the pre-reflexive and customary sphere of
action to the reflexive and conscious sphere of action. With the terminology of Bourdieu,
the confrontation of daily pre-reflexive practices can be explained to take place when the
person’s ‘feel for the game’ does not match the situation in hand (Bourdieu 1990, 1998;
Rantala, 2010, p. 257). This mismatch in feel for the game can take place either in a less
conscious way (Adkins, 2004, p. 204; De Certeau, 1984, p. 34; Schatzki, 2001b, p. 58),
when the guide, for example, changes the planned route of a trip due to the embodied infor-
mation on conditions of the route, or through conscious reflection (Heiskala, 2000, p. 19,
2003), for example, due to a snowmobile accident that requires change in action (the
examples are based on the author’s ethnographic field diary).
In the study at hand, a reflexive ethnographic research process was used to gain knowl-
edge on customary, pre-reflexive practices. The aim was to find methodological tools for
studying reflexivity. Foley (2002; see also Marcus, 1994, 1998) has explicated four differ-
ent reflection types related to ethnographic research: confessional, theoretical, textual and
deconstructive reflexivity. These four forms of reflexivity were used to explore the custom-
ary tourist practices. The exploration took place by paying close attention to perceiving and
describing the contemporary guiding practices, by describing in detail the different episodes
of commercial nature excursions, by tracing back the different stages in theoretical concep-
tualisation of guiding practices, by working with different audiences and by trying out
different forms of writing thick description (Rantala, submitted for publication). Through
conscious reflection, the author became aware, for example, that the customers are often
so concentrated on the feelings related to controlling the situation of driving a snowmobile
or handling skis and snowshoes that the actual experience of nature is forgotten.
Two main scenes within which customary practices are confronted in wilderness
guiding were sketched through reflexive ethnographic process. First, the perception of
the failures in conditions, such as improper equipment or hazardous environment, and
perception of errors made by customers or other guides (see Bentley & Page, 2008 on
latent and active failures) requires an ability to multitask. The ability to multitask is
based on routinised, pre-reflexive practices: routinised practices also allow a perceiver to
spontaneously pay attention to the unexpected features of the environment (Ehn &
Lo¨fgren, 2010; Jokinen, 2002, p. 138).
For instance, the practice of stopping at the very beginning of the snowmobile safari can
be seen as a routinised part of guiding work. This enables the guide to count the customers
and make sure there are no problems in starting the excursion. The pre-reflexive
























understanding of safety held by the guides consists of first reacting towards the environment
and technology and then making sure that the customers are feeling alright. The guides are
not blind to the reactions of the customers or their feelings, but most of their attention is
aimed at factors other than the tourists themselves when they start nature excursions.
These other factors include the weather conditions, the conditions of routes and technical
gear (snowmobiles, first-aid kit, campfire place equipment, etc.), timetables, itineraries
and possible instructions given by operational supervisors. Once the perception of the
material environment is conducted on the premises of routinised action, then there is
room for perception of the customers and their needs.
The ability to perceive the various elements simultaneously and act accordingly is based
on embodied skills (Veijola & Valtonen, 2007). Many of the guides working in the tourism
industry in Lapland, however, do not have professional education during which their safety-
related skills could have developed into pre-reflexive habits. The safari companies offer a
short training period for new guides before the main season. The training includes basic
first aid, customer service and snowmobiling skills. Hence, most of the daily routines are
developed when practising the guiding work. The habit of stopping in the beginning of
the excursion, for example, is based on the routines taught by experienced guides. Further-
more, the pre-reflexive knowledge on estimating the appropriate speed for each group and
weather conditions is based on the experiences from previous excursions conducted
with various nationalities and in different weather conditions (Valkonen & Ruuska,
submitted for publication).
It had been raining during the night and the snowy field had turned into an ice field. On our
way to the winter activity spot, I gathered my tourist group together and warned everyone
about the icy conditions. Once the group headed towards the field I stayed behind to make
sure that the people arriving late knew what to do (in Spanish groups there is always
someone arriving late). When we reached the main group we found them hanging on to
fences next to path leading to the field the path was too icy for them to walk on. I had to
help everyone to the field, one by one.
(Ethnographic Field Diary, December 2007)
Secondly, the reflexive ethnographic research process highlighted the lack of reflexivity
in sharing and recognising the knowledge available on minor injuries characteristic to the
everyday functioning of the snowmobile safari. In a study conducted by Buckley (2010),
communication in the form of a safety briefing in the beginning of the excursion, briefing
on risky points along the excursions and communication in the form of routinised signals
were seen as critical for preventing health and safety incidents. In order to promote both
safety and the fulfilment of touristic expectations, these routinised ways of communicating
during the excursion should be brought to the level of conscious reflection.
Through reflection the existing safety culture can be made visible: once a line of snow-
mobiles arrives on their route from the forest to a lake, the guide stops the line with a hand
signal and then gives a short briefing on how to drive on ice. She/he points out that it is
forbidden to overtake and that crossing the whole lake at full throttle is not good for the
machine. These instructions are learned from more experienced guides and they are
repeated un-reflexively unless a more peculiar accident takes place and requires a conscious
reflection of the activities. To prevent the minor injuries that the guides consider as a normal
part of everyday life, conscious reflection is needed as well as reconsideration of the main
issues that need to be communicated between the guides and tourists during the briefings.
This way it is also possible to pay more attention to the background of the tourists and their
inexperience with winter conditions or physical activities (Bentley & Page, 2008).
























Complexity of tourism safety
According to the guides, complete safety is impossible to guarantee in commercial nature
tourism because the causes of the accidents are countless. These causes can be attributed
to the customers, the circumstances and the guides’ mistakes, but in practice, safari safety
is simultaneously linked to all different causes. One guide says that accidents are almost
always caused by customers, but in the end, accidents result fromdifferent actors’ interaction.
Yeah, it is pretty much 100% [caused by customers]. Of course it has happened that we have
brought them to too difficult places. Sometimes we just drive too fast; it is always nice to drive
fast. The customers often ask to drive faster and faster, and if they drive well, we drive faster.
Sometimes accidents happen then as they are not such good drivers. Many serious situations
occur because we are driving too fast, or it is too cold or they are too cold to master the snow-
mobile. There is always some influencing factor.
This citation points out the interaction of different factors: a snowmobile excursion
includes customers seeking pleasure, guides working to achieve different needs and
goals, and environmental factors setting the conditions for the excursion. In order to be
able to perform the excursion completely safely, the guide must take into account all
these factors and their interaction (see also Cater, 2006, p. 321). Nevertheless, this is not con-
sidered to be possible since, as one guide says, ‘there is always some influencing factor’.
‘Influencing factors’ are those increasing the complexity of safety issues in commercial
nature tourism services. First, the infrastructure and technology, such as the conditions of
the routes, the location of the sightseeing and campfire places, and the quality of the equip-
ment of the guides enhance the complexity of safety practices. Hyvo¨nen and Kangas (2007)
have studied children’s desires for play environments and they noted that children often
look for natural environments that offer safe experiences of scariness and excitement. Simi-
larly, the tourist environments should allow the guides to produce safe experiences of thrill
without facing actual risks (Cater, 2006). Both the embodied, routinised knowledge of
driving on the route and the good condition of the route help the guide of a snowmobile
excursion to perceive the possibilities that the environment offers for exciting experiences
and for accidents.
Secondly, the inexperience of both the customers and seasonal workers enhance the
complexity of safety. Due to the lack of earlier embodied experience, the customer may
have a very different perception of the process of the excursion compared with the one
that the guide holds (Bentley & Page, 2008; Cater, 2006). The evaluation of the actual
risks should be based on communication and a common understanding of the action at
hand (Buckley, 2010). Due to the recent increase in international tourism, there is a
continuous need for new seasonal workers. Therefore, it is not only the foreign tourists
who lack previous embodied experience of the Lappish environment, but also many of
the guides are new to the tourist practices.
Thirdly, there is a need for conscious reflection on the existing safety culture within the
industry and on the current routines of the actors. Recently, a training effort called the
‘Travel Industry Safety Passport’ has been developed in Finnish Lapland that is oriented
to the professionals working within the tourism industry (Rovaniemi Municipal Federation
of Education, 2007). The Travel Industry Safety Passport consists of 1 day of training
during which the participants learn basic information about safety matters, such as laws
and instructions as well as the mapping of risks. The main aim of the training is to encou-
rage the workers to pay attention to the safety codes of conduct. One-day training which
further emphasises the role of low-paid seasonal workers on guaranteeing safety cannot
be seen as a sustainable tool for improving the existing safety culture and practices.
























There is a need to develop such models of training safety issues which help to reflect the
multiple roles of guides and sketch ways of sharing the responsibility. These models
could include competency-based training and apprenticing with experienced co-workers,
and evaluation at different levels of training (Weiler & Ham, 2002).
Conclusion
Commercial nature tourism in Europe is often seen to be safe since the peripheral areas offer
a terrorism and crime-free environment for holidaymakers. However, there are several
issues related to the internal safety of commercial nature tourism that should be given
more attention in the future. One of these is the role of guides as safety maintainers. The
challenges in promoting safety in commercial nature tourism derive, for example, from
the lack of recognition of various roles of the tourism workers. These roles include those
of information givers, mentors, surrogate partners, pathfinders, leaders, mediators,
culture brokers and entertainers (Cohen, 1985; Reisinger & Steiner, 2006). The prerequi-
sites for tourism workers in creating a safe environment lie in the many tacit skills and
in the pre-reflexive knowledge they hold. To complement the previous research conducted
on tourism safety, holistic and multidisciplinary research approaches should be used to
study the customary practices and safety issues deriving from the industry itself.
When addressing welfare and safety issues within tourism, a study on concrete prac-
tices taking place within the industry is a recommended method, since the actual risks
of the services and products within the industry cannot be evaluated properly in any
other way than by addressing the existing practices. The study in hand has shown that
despite the non-adventurous nature of commercial nature tourism in Finnish Lapland the
actual services and activities hold risks and risk-taking. To evaluate the existing practices,
more extensive data concentrating exclusively on safety should be used. In the future, more
research information is needed on these pre-reflexive risks and on, for example, ensuring
that the guides working in the industry have real-time information on the actual risks. If
falls and other minor injuries are considered as normal within the tourism industry, no
actions will be demanded from the guides or prevention of minor injuries promoted
(Bentley & Haslam, 2006; Bentley & Page, 2008, p. 864).
The role and education (and re-education) of tourism workers should be addressed
strategically when planning the safety of nature tourism destinations (see Weiler & Ham,
2002 on tour guide training). The first step is to gain sufficient knowledge on the actual
and current safety culture and safety practices used within the tourism industry. Only
then can sustainable guidelines be drawn.
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(2000) provides an important exception. Their ethnographic study offers a grass roots 
analysis of the way that the Sámi1 people in Finnish Lapland perceive weather and 
employ traditional weather-related knowledge and skills when carrying out various 
activities in natural environments. Importantly, it foregrounds the significant role of 
weather in traditional forms of acting according to nature and identifies a subsequent 
form of weather-related knowledge based on inhabiting places for long periods.
Our study, in turn, sets out to explore the way weather relates to, and is embedded in, 
mobile and commercial forms of acting in nature. Statistics indicate that the importance 
of nature tourism has increased, notably during the last decade in northern Finnish 
Lapland (Hallikainen et al., 2008), and the same trend can be identified in other coun-
tries that rely on tourism (Balmford et al., 2009). Such a shift in the focus of research, 
we suggest, not only reflects the contemporary ways in which nature is used, but also 
enables us to shed new light on various weather-related forms of knowledge and skills, 
and the use of material artefacts (Miller, 2005) brought about by the increasingly mobile 
and commercialized world (Hannam et al., 2006; Moisander and Valtonen, 2006; Tilley 
et al., 2006; Urry, 2000). It therefore offers new insights into the ways in which weather 
influences various forms of human and non-human co-existence in many previously 
unrecognized ways.
More specifically, we take wilderness guiding as a focus of our exploration. Typical 
nature tourism programmes in Lapland consist of wilderness expeditions on snowmo-
biles, in sledges drawn by reindeers or dogs, or snowshoe hiking. These services are 
highly dependent on skilled guides. Thus, the wilderness expedition is an assemblage 
of social interaction, customer service, experience, communing with nature and oper-
ating technical equipment (Valkonen, 2009). Wilderness guiding is mainly seasonal, 
low-income work that nevertheless requires multiple skills and a strong sense of 
responsibility, in addition to flexibility and intense commitment (Rantala and Valkonen, 
2011; Valkonen, 2009). For our purposes, wilderness guiding provides a theoretically 
fruitful vantage point from which to examine the manifold ways in which weather 
shapes and frames contemporary nature-based activities and their inherent socio-
material practices.
Most of the existing scientific studies on weather rely on the natural–scientific para-
digm, meteorology being a pre-eminent example. In social sciences, weather has 
gained relatively little attention, but in tourism studies it has been elaborated on to 
some extent, with the vast majority of this research concentrating on exploring the 
impacts of climate change on tourism (e.g. Bigano et al., 2006; De Freitas, 2003; 
Maddison, 2001; Scott and Jones, 2006). The few inquiries focusing on weather have 
treated it as a factor influencing the attractiveness of tourist destinations (Hu and 
Ritchie, 1993; Lohmann and Kaim, 1999), the economic performances of tourist com-
panies and areas (Shih et al., 2009), or as part of the practical knowledge of tourism 
workers (Valkonen, 2009; Valtonen, 2009). In turn, studies taking a geographical per-
spective have drawn attention to the complex ways in which weather exerts an influ-
ence on the tourist space and on the marketing agents of the tourism system (Gómez 
Martín, 2005).
In this article, we take a practice-based approach (Heiskala, 2003; Reckwitz, 2002; 
Schatzki, 1996, 2001; Shove and Pantzar, 2005) to examine the way that weather is 
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embedded in activities taking place in natural environments. The practice viewpoint is 
based on ethnographic data collected on a three-year fieldwork project conducted in 
Finnish Lapland by Outi Rantala. This context is particularly fruitful for the purposes of 
our study as Lapland is tourist-intensive and known for its distinctive seasons – a fact 
widely used in tourist brochures. Our analysis takes as its theme weather-related prac-
tices in terms of anticipating and coping with the weather as well as discursive practices 
related to weather. We therefore illustrate the repertoire of embodied skills needed in 
guiding for anticipating the weather, the importance of reflexive practices in coping with 
changing weather conditions, and the narratives and emotions the weather evokes in 
tourist settings.
By focusing on weather, our research adds to the existing body of studies exploring 
the relationships between people and their environment. Earlier studies have highlighted 
the importance of motion, pre-cognition and sociality. For example, Ingold (2004) has 
further developed the Gibsonian (1986) approach of direct perception of qualities of the 
environment and shown how different ways of walking and equipping oneself for a walk 
shape the perception of the environment. In the development of non-representational 
theory, Thrift (2008) has highlighted the importance of pre-cognitive and non-individual 
dimensions in encountering the world. In addition, the interaction between humans and 
their environment could be described as ‘a two-way street in which there is a dynamic 
interaction between cultural beliefs, process of perception, and external stimuli’ (Strang, 
2005). The study of weather brings new insights to these discussions of materiality by 
highlighting the interplay between different actors in human–environment relationships. 
In a similar fashion to Bille and Sørensen (2007), who introduce the anthropology of 
luminosity, we suggest that weather is more than just a medium between humans and the 
environment; it also evokes and holds strong agency. To take this a step further, our study 
not only addresses the ways in which the role of weather is manipulated in social and 
material practices (cf. Bille and Sørensen, 2007: 265), but it shows how the weather itself 
redirects human practices by narrowing down or extending the potentialities for outdoor 
activities. To sum up, a material perspective on weather provides a richer and more 
nuanced understanding of how weather is involved in the way humans act in and per-
ceive the natural environment.
The article starts by describing our practice-based perspective, after which we outline 
the ethnographic methodology of our study. We then describe tourist weather in Finnish 
Lapland in order to familiarize the reader with the research context. This analysis dis-
cusses the way in which weather is embedded in socio-material practices related to wil-
derness guiding. In conclusion, we consider the wider implications of the study for 
material culture studies and the human–environment debate.
The practice-based approach
Our practice-based approach examines how weather is embedded in activities taking 
place in natural environments (Heiskala, 2003; Reckwitz, 2002; Schatzki, 1996, 2001). 
The practice approach is an umbrella term for a number of differing views embracing 
this school of thought and considers social life to be a range of practices, such as educa-
tion, shopping and leisure. In this study, the practice of tourism is of central interest. 
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From this perspective, we refer to world-wide institutionalized cultural practices that 
guide and shape the way tourist activities are organized, thought of, valued and per-
formed in various local contexts (Cloke and Perkins, 1998; Crouch, 2000, 2004; 
Macnaghten and Urry, 2000; Minca, 2007). Recent literature has highlighted the inter-
twined – not merely distinctive – relationship between everyday and tourist practices 
(e.g. Larsen et al., 2007). The acknowledgment of connections between everyday life 
and holiday activities does not, however, diminish the particularity of tourist practices: 
going on holiday is the way that people often seek difference, a break from routine 
(Löfgren, 1999) and places that match their inner self (Tuan, 1977).
Hence, activities related to wilderness guiding can be studied within the larger context 
of tourist practices as can the embodied sayings and doings of wilderness guides. 
Practices offer structured action for guides as well as patterns of thinking, experiencing, 
talking and knowing how to do something; as such, they are organized regimes of activ-
ity and knowledge that provide a particular way of interpreting the world. From this 
viewpoint, meanings are derived from and sustained in the activities and organization of 
a practice (Heiskala, 2000; Schatzki, 2001). Approaching weather through the practice 
lens offers a way of obtaining insight into the many ways in which weather is and can be 
made intelligible in commonplace tourist practices and how this, in turn, shapes and 
guides subsequent actions and uses of material artefacts.
In this analysis, three dimensions of practices are highlighted: their pre-reflexive, 
reflexive and materially evoked nature (Barnes, 2001; Rantala, 2010; Schatzki, 2001; 
Shove, 2003). The pre-reflexive, routinized nature of practices provides a way of pay-
ing attention to the tacit and shared skills of dealing with the weather as well as to 
embodied orientations towards the weather. Reflexive practices underline the need to 
react and be creative when, for example, facing sudden changes in the weather. The 
materially evoked nature of practices shows how weather emphasizes the importance 
of different material arrangements, such as wearing wind- and waterproof clothing, 
coping with icy conditions, or finding shelter in a dense forest. Moreover and impor-
tantly, this perspective allows us to conceive of weather as a special kind of non-
human entity: one that takes on specific material forms (e.g. in the form of rain or 
sunshine, temperature, air pressure, etc.), directs and redirects action, and provides a 
rationale for a range of material arrangements (Valtonen et al., 2009). These actions 
and arrangements are meanings imposed through social practices. Rain, for instance, 
may direct human action differently, depending on the meanings ascribed to it within 
the practice in question. Weather conditions may also open up possibilities for reflex-
ivity and redirect the meanings ascribed within the practices. This conceptualization 
lays the ground for our working towards a wider understanding of the significant and 
specific role of weather in governing the commercial activities that take place in a 
natural environment.
Ethnographic fieldwork
Our analysis uses wilderness guiding as an example. The ethnographic data were 
 collected in Finnish Lapland from 2006 to 2009 and focused on wilderness guiding 
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practices in the context of nature tourism. It is important to note here that these ser-
vices differ from general leisure activities taking place outdoors, since tourist activities 
are guided and take place on preset dates, regardless of weather conditions. In addition, 
in Finnish Lapland the majority of tourists taking part in nature tourism services come 
from other countries. There were 2.2 million registered overnight stays in Lapland in 
2009, but the actual number of tourists has been estimated to be three times this number 
since many overnight stays are not registered. According to statistics based on regis-
tered overnight stays (Regional Council of Lapland, 2010), the number of foreign tour-
ists has increased from 0.25 million in 1990 to almost one million, with most visitors 
coming from the UK, France and Germany. The biggest increase has been in outdoor 
activities taking place in winter. In Lapland alone, there were 289 tourism companies 
in 2008 (Regional Council of Lapland, 2008).
This study was based on a three-layered ethnographic approach (Atkinson, 1992; 
Palmu, 2007): during the first phase of the research process, Outi Rantala worked for 
18 days as a wilderness guide to foreign tourists, leading Christmas activities, snow-
mobile excursions, visits to reindeer and sledge dog farms, and river rafting excur-
sions. She also participated in 16 extended weekends during an 18-month training 
programme for nature experience instructors. She produced 80 pages of diary notes as 
well as other written and visual data (Rantala, forthcoming). These autoethnographic 
data (Anderson, 2006) were complemented with interviews with guides and foreign 
tourists conducted during 2005, 2007 and 2010, and with texts from a writing competi-
tion organized for tourism workers in 2006–2007 (see Rantala, 2009; Rantala and 
Haanpää, 2010; Valkonen and Veijola, 2008).
The second layer of research consisted of identifying structures in the diaries, an ana-
lytical reading of the diaries, reflection on the theoretical and conceptual processes that 
had influenced or were apparent in the data, and photo elicitation. Reflexivity, an essen-
tial part of the ethnographic research process (Foley, 2002), means that the ethnographer 
reflects on data choices, theoretical developments and his or her position throughout the 
research process. Reflection is a major part of practice-oriented research since conscious 
actions are needed to reach reflexive information in daily customs and practices. In order 
to attain reflexive knowledge, Outi Rantala traced back the three dimensions of practices 
(routine, possibilities for creative action and effect of materiality) in the data through 
analytically reading and writing the data and by photo elicitation (see also Moisander and 
Valtonen, 2006: 101–124 on the interpretative framework).
The third layer of research includes thick description (Geertz, 1973) in the form of 
three stories and quotations used in this and other research papers. The reflection on daily 
practices takes the form of pointing out practices where observed dimensions are visible 
and by making the dimensions visible for other readers as well, a method referred to as 
‘deconstructive reflexivity’ (Foley, 2002: 479), where a dialogic encounter between 
author and reader is the goal. Participants from the nature experience training programme 
and fellow guides were asked to read and reflect on the three stories. Their reflections 
enabled the author to pay particular attention to deconstructive reflexivity. The rewritten 
stories form one result of the study in addition to being used in the process of analysing 
wilderness guiding practices.
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Tourist weather in Finnish Lapland
Tourist weather – the weather that tourists expect to encounter and actually encounter 
when visiting a destination – not only plays a major role in conditioning their activities but 
also provides an attraction in itself. As indicated by the cultural analyses of Finnish tour-
ists heading south – provided by Selänniemi (1996) and Veijola and Jokinen (1994) – it is 
the fine weather – the probability of a maximum amount of sunny days and warm sea 
temperatures – that significantly shapes the enjoyment of the holiday. For tourists 
seeking sun and escape from everyday routines, it is the fine weather, rather than other 
available offerings, that forms the main reason for choosing a certain resort (Selänniemi, 
1996: 174).
Holiday companies are well aware of the importance of weather in the attractiveness 
of tourist destinations. Even a quick glance at holiday marketing material – tourist bro-
chures, pictures, postcards, or web-based materials – shows numerous references to the 
weather, either in the form of images or quantitative tables referring to the average air 
temperature or number of hours of sunshine (for a more elaborate discussion, see, e.g., 
Gómez Martín, 2005: 579–580). Although these materials only emphasize particularly 
pleasing aspects of weather, thereby creating idealized and stereotypical representations, 
they are not totally disconnected from the actual conditions. Finnish Lapland, the focus 
area of our study, is strongly characterized by seasonality, which, in a significant way, is 
based on changing weather conditions. Here, we will briefly outline three distinct types 
of tourist weather in Finnish Lapland in order to familiarize the reader with the local 
conditions in which tourist practices take place (for more detailed information about the 
climate in Finnish Lapland, see http://www.laplandfinland.com/In_English/About_
Lapland/Nature/Climate.iw3).
The main tourist season in Finnish Lapland takes place from February to May and 
is the time that is often portrayed in the holiday brochures as having the best skiing 
weather, that is to say, a typical ski resort climate with good snowfall, snow-covered 
forests, blue sky and sunshine and possibly a night sky with colourful northern lights. 
It is this type of weather that is most commonly represented in the postcards, pictures 
and advertisements featuring Lapland, thus creating a weather-based construction of 
the area (Monferrand, 2002).
The summer and autumn seasons in Lapland, from June to October, are seldom con-
sidered attractive for tourists due to the widely varying weather conditions, including 
rain and sleet, and because of the vast numbers of mosquitoes that thrive in the humid 
environment. The midnight sun and consequent luminosity of the night create a distinc-
tive atmosphere in the summer season (see also Bille and Sørensen, 2007).
The Christmas season takes place from November to January and features kaamos, the 
period of polar night, characterized by limited daylight and cold temperatures. Since kaa-
mos takes place at the beginning of the winter season, the snow and ice are still quite thin. 
During the last few years, there have been problems with the unreliability of snow falls, 
especially in southern Lapland. In comparison to the usual emphasis on the importance of 
fine holiday weather, the kaamos season forms an exception as fine weather is subordi-
nated to the enjoyment of Christmas. The main reason for choosing Lapland as a Christmas 
holiday destination is Santa Claus, with the possibility of enjoying snow-based activities 
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only as a secondary motive. However, a snowy landscape is expected to form the 
background for an encounter with Santa Claus; recent headlines in the UK have shown 
that, even at Christmas, the weather is very important since snow can help to define a 
‘proper’ winter (see Met Office [nd]: ‘Are you dreaming of a white Christmas?’). 
In the next section, we use the practice approach to explore the ways in which Lappish 
tourist weather relates to, and shapes, tourist experiences in the natural environment.
Anticipating the weather
In the dressing room of the expedition office there is a flurry of activity as I lead my group in 
to give them the appropriate clothing for the day. There are pictures on the walls to illustrate the 
correct way of wearing the clothes and the importance of having various layers of clothing. 
Guides ask customers their shoe sizes, distribute woollen socks, and show how to get into the 
bulky overalls. The ones who are fully dressed are led outside to cool off. I have prepared a 
backpack to take with me, containing a first aid kit, matches and a quantity of woollen socks. I 
stuff some extra pairs of mittens and balaclavas into the backpack before following my group 
outside. (Ethnographic field diary, February 2007)
Tourist outdoor excursions normally start with the guides equipping themselves for the 
day and then equipping members of their party. Anticipating the weather and dressing 
accordingly prepare both the guides and the tourists for the day’s activities; putting on 
insulated outer garments, weatherproof boots and trying on different kinds of gloves give 
an insight into the possible weather experiences that lie ahead. The concept of affordance 
can be used to capture these possibilities. Affordances refer to such perceived meaning-
ful units that are defined through their relationship to the perceiver (Gibson, 1986, 
1994[1977]: 14). According to Gibson, people do not perceive the different qualities of 
an environment, such as icy conditions, freezing temperatures and the depth of snow-
drifts as separate phenomena but as meaningful units – for example, a snowdrift that 
affords the potential for skiing, tobogganing or a snowball fight. This process of percep-
tion is relative to the skills and capacities of the perceiver, while at the same time the 
affordances are shared by several perceivers (Gibson, 1994[1977]: 15–19).
The guide’s ability to ‘read’ the weather is an example of a customary, pre-reflexive 
practice that can be considered as an embodied, lifetime skill (Cater and Cloke, 2007: 
13). The importance of the customary knowledge of reading the weather conditions and 
the potentialities and restrictions that they offer for the day is highlighted in nature tour-
ism (see also Ingold and Kurttila, 2000). Just by looking out of the window when waking 
up, the guide can sense what kinds of experiences the weather will provide in the day 
ahead: shivering moments in the frost, battles against the wind and cold cheeks on the 
happy faces of the customers. This ability is formed through many years of training in the 
profession as well as through formal education. For example, the training days of nature 
experience instructors start with a discussion of weather and adequate clothing. These 
discussions take place within the regulatory frames provided by contemporary material 
(Miller, 2005) and commercial culture (Moisander and Valtonen, 2006). Hence, the dis-
cussion concerning artefacts needed for the day is loaded with brand names: ‘What will 
you wear today? Well, at least the Icebreaker shirt and …’ The name of the woollen 
underwear hints that the person thinks there might be a cold day ahead or a lot of time 
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spent standing around. By acting together in different weather conditions the trainees 
learn the best ways of predicting the weather and what clothing is necessary for each type 
of activity. Furthermore, they need the specific knowledge related to the technical equip-
ment used in tourist nature activities, such as snowmobiles, campfire tools, etc. and how 
they function in different weather conditions.
However, most people who are involved in the Lapland tourism industry do not have 
a professional tourism education (Kannisto, 2004). Their reading of the various 
affordances of weather is mainly based on the lay knowledge (Crouch et al., 2001) that 
guides acquire through earlier experiences, either from living in Lapland or working in 
the tourism industry. Due to the recent rapid growth of the industry, every year there are 
new guides who might have recently moved to Lapland to take a seasonal job to earn 
some extra money. Since the ability to anticipate weather conditions dictates excursion 
activities, there is obviously a need for experienced tourism workers, who are capable of 
taking action based on their lifetime skills and making conscious decisions about the 
ever changing situations. This experience-related knowledge is particularly important 
when working with tourists who come from countries with very different climates.
Equipped now with warm clothing, I gather my tourist group together. An elderly Spanish lady 
falls down right outside the office despite my warnings about slippery road conditions. The 
temperature is moderately cold (–9°C) so I try to make sure that everyone is wearing a hat or a 
hood to cover their heads. It does not seem to be clear to the southern Europeans that most of 
the body heat escapes from the head. (Ethnographic field diary, February 2007)
Southern and central Europeans tend to think that, based on their earlier experience of 
winter weather from the Alps and Pyrenees, the temperature rises during the day. In 
Lapland, even in February with its longer period of daylight, the warmth of the sun-
shine reflected from the snow does not reach the same temperatures as in central 
Europe. Therefore the guide has to remember to advise her party not to put water-based 
cream on their face since it may freeze and to wear a hat at all times – even though the 
tourists may not feel it is necessary. Guides’ embodied knowledge helps them to see 
affordances in the weather that may include hypothermia or becoming overheated with 
too much warm clothing: more clothing is needed for a snowmobile drive than for a 
snowshoe hike.
As this extract illustrates, weather conditions shape and change the material surfaces 
of the environment thereby framing the people’s actions and movements. Hence, to fulfil 
tourists’ expectations of natural environment services, guides need to anticipate not only 
the weather but also, for example, tourists’ ability to cope with slippery surfaces in a cold 
climate (see Ingold, 2004).
By describing the tourist practices related to predicting the weather in Finnish 
Lapland, we have shown how the pre-reflexivity of practices also becomes highlighted 
in contemporary nature activities. By ‘pre-reflexive practices’, we mean regular actions 
containing tacit assumptions upon which our routines are based (Alasuutari, 2004: 15). 
These tacit assumptions are invoked only when they are needed and therefore action in 
outdoor leisure activities is usually based on habitual routines. Thus, pre-reflexivity is 
closely connected to the agency of weather. This means that the wilderness guides need 
not just the skill to point out the affordances related to the gear and clothing needed in 
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certain weather conditions, but also the ability to recognize that the agency of weather is 
a cause of certain material arrangements and actions taken by people. Thrift (2008) has 
made similar kinds of observations in his account of non-representational theory. He 
stresses the importance of non-cognitive action, bodies-in-action, intuition and sensa-
tion. The agency of objects has an important role in Thrift’s approach; however, to dif-
ferentiate non-representational theory from actor-network theory, Thrift highlights the 
power of imagination (pp. 110–111). Indeed, as we show in the next section, studying 
weather can help us, first, to broaden the affordance relation between subject and object 
and, second, to follow Thrift’s idea of allowing enough freedom for intuition and imagi-
nation when dealing with human action.
Coping with the weather
The wind has got more intense during the afternoon. We have gathered around a campfire to 
enjoy the last bits of the various fish dishes we have learned to cook at the campfire and to 
observe the darkening afternoon. According to the programme, we were supposed to try out 
torch fishing in the lake but, as we have now learned, the wind will most probably prevent us 
from having this experience. The wind forms ripples on the surface of the lake and prevents us 
from being able to see the fish by the light of a flashlight. Many of the participants in this nature 
instructor training course have already experienced net fishing and therefore the torch fishing 
was the activity of the day most looked forward to. (Ethnographic field diary, October 2006)
Coping with the weather is one central practice of the participants during a nature excursion. 
The non-human agency of weather seems to take the form of being both a co-participant 
and a leader since the weather has the power to change over the course of the day; despite 
tourist groups anticipating the weather, preparing for various conditions and coping with 
sudden changes in the weather, there is always the possibility that the excursion might be 
restricted in its activities. Hence, we suggest that weather holds significant power to either 
widen or restrict possibilities for action in nature. For example, weather can be seen as a 
co-participant in the affordance relationship between the torch fisher and the water. Weather 
highlights the dynamic nature of the two participants. Not only do the capacities and skills 
of the perceiver vary, but also the conditions of the other counterpart – the water – are 
greatly changeable due to the agency of weather (Valtonen et al., 2009). The wind ripples 
water surfaces and forms waves, cold temperatures create a layer of ice on top of the water 
and warm conditions make the water suitable for swimming.
When the role of weather is highlighted, the dominant role of the human mind 
becomes deconstructed. Such deconstruction follows the post-humanist tradition, giving 
more importance to material arrangements and natural conditions (Milton, 2002; 
Schatzki, 2001). The role of the perceiver’s socio-cultural background has been brought 
up in discussions of the actualization of affordances (Kyttä, 2003: 76; see also Ingold, 
2000, cited in Strang, 2005). This background – such as personal intentions, cultural 
knowledge and past experiences – affects which of the potential affordances will actually 
be perceived (Larsen, 2008: 146). Nevertheless, weather challenges the role of cultural 
context since, as a non-human entity, it may also restrict the actualization of affordances. 
Thus, weather can be used as a conceptual tool to broaden the analysis conducted in the 
context of affordance (theory).
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We have spent four days practising kayaking and canoeing before the test for the paddling 
instructor examination takes place. All of us pass the exam. When looking at the pictures 
afterwards I can still recall the warmth of the sun on my skin and the warnings of our teacher 
in my ears: the unusual warmth and the absence of rocks in these rapids have given us an 
unrealistic idea of kayaking. Usually, there would be many details to take into consideration 
in order to minimize risks that we did not encounter this time. (Ethnographic field diary, 
August 2007)
The socio-cultural context of instructor training sets certain preconditions for what the 
trainees’ attention is attuned to and which affordances they will perceive in their action 
routines. For example, based on their earlier kayaking experiences and their body posi-
tion, the trainees perceive affordances related to navigation possibilities through the rap-
ids and to the risks of being capsized by a wave. From the learning process point of view, 
an ideal situation would be one in which the trainees have to extend the limits of their 
action routines and enter the field of reflexive action. Possibilities for reflexivity exist in 
situations where routinized knowledge does not fit in with the situation at hand 
(Alasuutari, 2004: 15; Bourdieu, 1990, 1998; Heiskala, 2000). For example, trainees 
who have only had kayaking experience in warm summer weather will need to reflex-
ively address practices of coping with cold and windy weather if they do not have the 
correct clothing. When facing cold conditions in the middle of a river trip with gloveless 
fingers becoming numb from the cold water, trainees have to find new affordances 
according to their collective or theoretical knowledge. Perceiving a possibility for a 
break, for getting warm beside a campfire or for calling to be rescued might then occur 
due to the agency of weather in any given situation.
Theorists disagree on the way that reflexive action takes place – for some, reflexive 
action takes place in inventive and practical forms (see Adkins, 2004: 204; De Certeau, 
1984: 34). Here, in contrast to the recognition of the role of weather in stimulating reflex-
ive action, the way of translating reflexive practice into action is not central. Overall, it 
is important to acknowledge that the actualization of affordances and the changes in 
affordance relationships between the perceiver and the environment are both dependent 
on the socio-cultural situation of perception and the rearrangements taking place due to 
weather conditions. The power of weather to change the course of an excursion high-
lights the ability to react and conduct reflexive practices and to use one’s imagination in 
outdoor conditions (Thrift, 2008: 110–111).
Sharing the weather
The tourist group is back in the dressing room and getting out of their excursion clothes. 
Everyone has red cheeks. I usher the group onto the bus waiting outside. On our way back to 
the airport I ask the bus driver to turn off the lights inside the bus. There are strong green 
northern lights in the bright night sky. While the tourists lean from their seats to get a better 
view I tell them the story of the four winds and how the people made peace with them here in 
Lapland many, many years ago. (Ethnographic field diary, December 2007)
Discursive practices often save many faltering situations, since the weather also provides 
opportunities for using different narratives. If the guide is able to turn the attention of 
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participants away from the cold and windy weather to more mind-elevating aspects of 
nature, tourists may still succeed in enjoying their experience of nature. For example, 
during the Christmas season, the warmth of the sun cannot be experienced even at noon 
due to the shortness of the days, but the snow lightens the otherwise dark landscape. The 
cold and dark conditions form challenging circumstances for positive enjoyment of 
nature. Many snowmobile, reindeer or dog sledging excursions are provided but if tour-
ists, particularly children, get cold while sitting in a sledge being whisked through the 
snowy forests and hills, the guide needs to persuade them to get out during every break 
and move around. Activities such as following animal or elf tracks, making snow angels 
and trying to find a bear’s den require creativity from the guide and the ability to enchant 
children in the imaginary world afforded by the weather conditions. 
Thrift (2008: 118) calls for research into creativity, which he argues should be 
emphasized more often since it forms the basis of academic work. The ability to cope 
with changing situations in natural environments also involves creativity. Such creativ-
ity is present in the ways guides react when faced with variable weather conditions and 
how they make positive use of circumstances afforded by the weather. Creativity is also 
evident in the emotions that weather evokes and in the ways these emotions are 
addressed in discursive practices. Observing the sun shining on snow-covered trees and 
hearing the first dripping sounds of melting snow in spring can inspire guides and help 
them to relax and move away from the routine of everyday practices to more enjoyable 
holiday activities.
Sharing these feelings is one part of nature excursions. This can take place either in 
embodied gestures or in the form of discussion and narrations. Hochschild (2003[1983]: 7) 
uses the term ‘emotional labour’ to describe leaders’ management of their own feelings 
in order to produce the appropriate state of mind in others. Fine (1996: 177–178, 189) 
has stressed the importance of aesthetic production in the work place, by which he refers 
to the overstepping of routines and to the freedom to self-expression. By analysing the 
practices of guiding tourist groups outdoors, it can be seen that weather conditions may 
either make the work easier or more difficult. Working in the sunny days of spring is far 
more appealing than in the cold and dark Christmas season (Valkonen, 2009). Moreover, 
the weather seems to hold the ability to ease the realization of emotional labour and aes-
thetic work by providing possibilities for generating intensity in the interaction of tourist 
groups (Arnould and Price, 1993).
Togetherness is created in a tourist situation not only by acting together (see e.g. 
Arnould and Price, 1993), but also by talking about the differences in weather conditions 
and by discussing the right ways of coping with them. In addition to the creative use of 
weather in situations that require the ability to cope reflexively, there is also much rou-
tine talk about the weather in tourist situations. Discussing the weather is a universal 
topic that can be shared by strangers spending a day together since everyone has had 
some experience of it.
In line with Strang’s (2005) analysis, in which she suggests that meanings related to 
water derive from the common and diverse characteristics of water that exist worldwide, 
it can be concluded that weather also underlines the common and shared dimension of 
the material aspects of the outdoors world. Emotional experiences evoked by weather 
conditions are an essential part of outdoor activities. Weather also has the power to ease 
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work carried out in natural environments through balmy conditions or to worsen the situ-
ation through showers and freezing wind. To cope with these different types of weather, 
guides need to use their creativity, for example by recounting stories about different 
weather conditions in the old days. The universality of discursive practices related to 
weather further emphasizes the role of agency held by non-human entities.
Conclusions
This study has taken a practice-based perspective in order to elaborate on the way 
weather is embedded in, and shapes, human activities in natural environments. It has 
employed nature-based tourism as a fruitful context for such a task. Based on three 
years of multi-site ethnographic fieldwork, the study has empirically investigated wil-
derness guiding practices taking place in Finnish Lapland. The analysis reveals a range 
of socio-material arrangements involved in anticipating and coping with the weather as 
well as discursive practices related to weather. In this concluding section, we discuss 
the wider implications of our study for material scholarship and for research on human–
environment relationships. 
By introducing the under-researched topic of weather, we have added another dimen-
sion to the debates on material culture. The incorporation of weather into these debates 
is relevant due to its global importance. As our study demonstrates, materiality is 
involved here in many ways: weather is a material entity in itself and the interaction with 
weather involves a wide range of material objects. Moreover, our analysis allows us to 
argue that weather not only mediates but in fact also holds the power to direct and redi-
rect human practices. It thereby holds agency. The agency of weather guides the social, 
material and corporeal practices taking place in natural environments, the possibilities 
for different kinds of outdoor experiences and thus the emotional labour connected with 
nature. Recognition of the integral role of weather in tourist practices can help the indus-
try to develop such practices accordingly.
As Miller (2005: 5) has pointed out, material things have a powerful role in directing 
human action because people are so used to them and therefore they do not consciously 
pay attention to the different material entities surrounding them; we argue that this is the 
case here, too. It is precisely because weather represents such a ubiquitous and common-
place phenomenon (see Shove, 2003) that its materialized aspects and subsequent power 
easily escape academic reflection. The topic clearly merits future investigation in differ-
ent geographical contexts and empirical settings. One potentially fruitful direction would 
be to scrutinize the relations between luminosity (Bille and Sørensen, 2007) and weather.
By focusing on weather, our study also contributes to the existing literature exploring 
the relation between humans and their (natural) environment. The analysis underlines the 
importance of having the skill to predict weather conditions, the knowledge to point out 
the affordances related to the gear and clothing needed in certain weather conditions and 
the ability to interpret the agency of weather as a cause for certain material arrangements 
and actions taken by people. While these tacit skills may be based on lay knowledge 
gained from dwelling in natural environments in various weather conditions (Ingold and 
Kurttila, 2000), our case highlights that they may also be gained from professional train-
ing for the local tourism industry.
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In addition, weather has the power to redirect human action by stimulating reflexive 
action. This means that the perception of the environment is dependent on the routi-
nized, socio-cultural understanding of the perceiver, on the qualities of the environ-
ment and on rearrangements dictated by weather conditions (Strang, 2005). The power 
of weather to change the course of an excursion highlights the importance to react and 
conduct reflexive practices in outdoor conditions (Bourdieu, 1990, 1998; Heiskala, 
2003). In addition, the agency of weather also highlights the creativity of tourist prac-
tices in the use of narratives, discussion of topics and in work related to the emotions 
(Adkins, 2004; Fine, 1996; Hochschild, 2003[1983]; Thrift, 2008). Weather can affect 
people’s feelings by raising their emotions in warm gentle conditions or lowering spir-
its with continuous rain. In sum, the conceptualization suggested in this article allows 
us to grasp the dynamic nature of the interaction between humans and the natural envi-
ronment, highlighting the routinized skills and creative reflexivity as well as the chang-
ing forms of environment.
Note
1. Sámi people are the arctic indigenous people inhabiting northern Sweden, Norway, Finland 
and the Kola Peninsula of Russia. Their best-known means of livelihood is semi-nomadic 
reindeer herding.
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